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Preface 


The First World War was a tragic conflict, but it was 
neither futile nor meaningless. Just as in the struggles 
against Napoleon and, later, Hitler, it was a war that Britain 
had to fight and had to win. This achievement has become 
obscured by myths. For instance, the image of the British 
army of 1914-18 as being inept, ‘lions led by donkeys’, is 
highly misleading. In fact, against a background of 
revolutionary changes in the nature of war, the British army 
underwent a bloody learning curve and emerged as a 
formidable force. In 1918 this much-maligned army won the 
greatest series of victories in British military history. 

To many people, these views will appear bizarre, shocking 
or even offensive. This was forcibly brought home to me in 
1996 when | appeared as a ‘talking head’ on a BBC 
Timewatch television documentary on_ the _ British 
commander in chief on the Western Front, Field Marshal Sir 
Douglas Haig. Provocatively entitled ‘Douglas Haig: The 
Unknown Soldier’, it was broadcast on 3 July 1996, two days 
after the saturation media coverage of the eightieth 
anniversary of the first day of the Battle of the Somme. In 
Britain the First of July 1916 is a day, more than any other, 
associated in the popular mind with the stupidity and futility 
of the Great War, and Haig is indelibly fixed as ‘the Butcher 
of the Somme’. The programme juxtaposed these traditional 
views of the war, eloquently put by the prolific Australian 
writer, John Laffin, author of British Butchers and Bunglers of 
World War Onell], with revisionist historians such as 
Professor Trevor Wilson of Adelaide University and myself. 

My argument was that Haig was not a military genius (few 
commanders are), but nonetheless deserved to be taken 


seriously as the commander of the victorious army of 1918. 
The subtlety of my argument was the victim of the cutting 
room floor. Such is television; it is extremely difficulty to 
convey complex academic arguments that in the seminar 
room would be qualified with a plethora of ‘howevers’, ‘buts’ 
and ‘maybes’, within the confines of a fifty-minute television 
documentary. On the following day, the programme was 
reviewed in virtually every national newspaper. To put it 
mildly, the television critics seemed unconvinced by the 
case put forward by the revisionist historians. Indeed, some 
expressed anger that anyone could say anything at all in 
mitigation of Haig’s conduct: ‘It seems that for eighty years 
we've had it all wrong ... Haig ... just learned a lot from the 
horror of the Somme. Some learning curve. All those crosses 
making points on his graph,’ commented one reviewer.[2] 

| received letters from angry’ viewers _ forcefully 
denouncing Haig and accusing me of misleading my military 
students (at the time, | taught in the Department of War 
Studies at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst). 
Interestingly, relatively few of my correspondents were of 
the variety familiar to most authors, the users of block 
Capitals and red ink. 

It is not difficult to understand the roots of my 
correspondents’ anger. The losses on the Western Front 
were the greatest ever sustained by a British army. The 
enormous casualties, the ‘One Million Dead’, left the people 
of the British Empire in a profound state of shock that has 
Shaped perceptions of the war ever since. What was the 
point, it is asked, of the bloody battles of 1915-17? Why 
could the generals not fight ‘decisive’ battles in the manner 
of Waterloo in 1815 or Alamein in 1942? The generals, it is 
commonly believed, were inept, and made terrible mistakes, 
resulting in huge loss of life. Furthermore, in hindsight we 
know that the First World War was not the ‘war to end all 
wars’, that an even greater struggle against the same 


enemy was to break out only twenty years later. All that 
effort, all that suffering, all those deaths, for what? 

| am well aware that by advancing a contrary view, | am 
not merely engaging in academic debate: | am picking at a 
scar on the British national psyche that is still raw. This book 
is not an attempt to whitewash the generals or politicians of 
1914-18. It is certainly not intended to glorify war. What it is 
is an attempt to shed the emotional baggage of the last 
eighty years and treat the First World War as an historical 
topic like any other. 

Once | shared the common view of the First World War as 
a futile tragedy conducted by a gang of incompetents. 
Although | was born sixteen years after Germany and Japan 
surrendered, | was very much a child of the Second World 
War, which was usually referred to simply as ‘The War’. No 
one was in any doubt that the 1939-45 conflict had been a 
good war. Not only had it been just and righteous, it had 
also been won without an unduly heavy cost in lives (at 
least, Anglo-American ones). But from an early age | was 
dimly aware that before the good war there had been an 
appalling national catastrophe. The Second World War was 
all about tanks, aircraft and victories. The First World War 
was about infantrymen and machine guns and massacres of 
British soldiers. The generals had been unbelievably 
incompetent, | learned, and millions had died as a 
consequence of their folly. One had only to look at the war 
memorials that stand in every British city, town and village 
and compare the list of dead from the First World War with 
the much shorter list of dead from the Second. And for what 
purpose did they die? For nothing, it seemed, an impression 
strengthened by the first book | can remember reading on 
the war, A.J.P. Taylor’s The First World War. Viewed through 
the lens of the ‘Good War’ of 1939-45 the struggle of 1914- 
18 seemed to be a very bad war indeed. 

My simplistic views on both world wars did not long 
Survive contact with the world of academic history. As a 


history undergraduate, | was soon exposed to arguments 
that undermined some of my cherished beliefs. In particular, 
| began to understand that there was a reason for fighting 
the war, and British strategy did make some sense, even if 
it did not always work. When | began postgraduate 
research, which involved extensive research in archives 
reading primary documents, even more scales dropped from 
my eyes. As | came into contact with other historians at 
institutions such as the War Studies departments at 
Sandhurst and King’s College London, the Imperial War 
Museum, and others in Australia, Canada and the USA, | 
discovered that there was an informal school of historians 
doing the hard work of archival research into the British 
army of the First World War. Although some influential 
writers such as John Keegan continue to take a very 
traditional, that is unfavourable, view of the British army on 
the Western Front and have little time for the revisionist 
school of historians,[3] the composite picture that has 
emerged is of an army very different from the incompetent 
Shambles of popular myth. Likewise, the work of many 
diplomatic and political historians points firmly away from 
the popular view that the war was a ghastly accident and 
instead underline that the war was fought over substantive 
iSSues. 

For the last decade and a half | have sat in academic 
seminars in which historians have complained about the 
difficulty of shifting public opinion on these issues. It seems 
that every time an important new book comes out, another 
popular book or television programme appears repeating 
the same old tired myths. Clearly, a large part of the blame 
for the failure of revisionist history to become accepted by a 
wider audience lies with the historians themselves. Articles 
published in obscure learned journals or vastly expensive 
academic tomes are never likely to be widely read. 
Furthermore, until very recently, the study of battles and 
generals was not a popular or respectable field in most 


universities. Such frustration is not merely a matter of 
wounded professional pride, or jealousy at the sales of 
popular books on the subject. At the grand strategic level, 
the ‘futility’ view has had an impact on national self- 
perception, and there is always the danger of decision- 
makers drawing flawed ‘lessons’ from history. At the 
personal level there is the fate of the widow or orphan of a 
soldier, sailor or airman killed during the First World War. 
The loss of a loved one is bad enough. To be constantly told, 
quite erroneously, that he died for nothing must be even 
worse. 

That is not to argue that all academic writers on the First 
World War have failed to find a mass audience: far from it. In 
the words of Dr. Stephen Badsey, one of the world’s leading 
authorities on war and the media, a school of scholars of 
literature, media and culture have come to view the First 
World War as ‘such a uniquely terrible experience that it 
Cannot be understood as part of any historical process or 
analysis. Instead, it can only be understood through the 
emotional response of individuals, and in particular the 
works of literature and art produced by participants ... a 
modern cultural meaning of the war ... is first derived from a 
close reading of such texts, and then this meaning is used 
retroactively to colour and interpret the events of the war 
itself’.[4] 

This approach, based on empathy and emotion, collides 
head on with the archive-based ‘scientific’ approach to the 
writing of history.[5] Thus far, the cultural view of history, 
epitomised by the writings of scholars such as Paul Fussell 
has had a huge influence on the media. The result is that 
there are now two distinct perceptions of the First World 
War. The majority of people view it as a unique cultural 
event, essentially ‘outside’ history. In contrast, a small group 
of historians see the war in the context of political and 
military history. 


This book is not a complete history of the conflict, 
consisting as it does of a number of essays on a linked 
theme. The first chapter addresses the question of why, in 
Britain and the USA, the First World War has such an evil 
reputation. The second chapter deals with the nature of the 
origins of the war, and the third the addresses the question 
of why the war lasted as long as it did, examining domestic 
factors and the war aims of the belligerents. In chapter 4, | 
analyse the nature of British strategy in the First World War, 
dealing with such matters as the viability or otherwise of an 
alternative to fighting on the Western Front, the role of the 
Royal Navy, and the constraints imposed by operating 
within a coalition of allies. In chapter 5 the focus shifts to 
the battlefield, examining the emergence of trench warfare 
in 1914-15 and the British Expeditionary Force in the early 
years of the war. Chapter 6 acts as bridge to the second 
part of the book, by examining the BEF and Haig as a 
commander, and placing both in the context of the war on 
the Western Front. In chapters 7 to 9 the BEF’s operations 
from 1916 to 1918 are examined in some detail, a chapter 
being devoted to each year. Given the importance of the 
operations in 1918, the chapter on this year is somewhat 
longer than its fellows. Finally, in chapter 10, | consider the 
nature of the post-war Peace settlement, place the First 
World War into the context of warfare and assess its place in 
history. 

This book contains some original research but | have 
drawn heavily upon the work of other scholars in the field. | 
have striven and | hope succeeded in_ avoiding 
misrepresenting their views. Inevitably, my interpretations 
differ from those of other historians. | greatly admire the 
stimulating works of scholars such as Tim Travers, Niall 
Ferguson, Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson, but take issue with 
them on some key points. That is the nature of history, well 
described by one historian as ‘an argument without end’. 


In this book, | use the terms ‘strategy’, ‘operations’ and 
‘tactics’ to refer to the various levels of war. The strategic 
level refers to the big picture, the fighting of wars. It is 
usually divided into ‘grand strategy’, the concern of 
politicians and commanders at the highest echelons, and 
the slightly lower level of ‘military strategy’. The tactical 
level refers to the conduct of battles. The operational level 
refers to the conduct of campaigns, and serves as a link 
between strategy and tactics, the highest and lowest levels 
of war. 

‘War makes rattling good history; but Peace is poor 
reading’. Such a view, expressed in Thomas Hardy’s novel 
The Dynasts, glosses over the fact that war is ultimately 
about human beings killing and maiming each other to 
achieve a political objective. The human cost of the First 
World War has never been far from my mind while writing 
this book, yet in a conflict fought on a scale as vast as that 
of 1914-18, it is easy to lose sight of the individual soldier. 
The brutal reality was that battles, successful or otherwise, 
invariably took a heavy toll of human life. The capture of 
Vimy Ridge in April 1917 is a case in point. It was a highly 
effective operation that gained terrain of great strategic 
value, but was only achieved at the cost of 11,000 Canadian 
and British casualties, in addition to the losses suffered by 
the defenders. A French commander of the Great War, 
General Mangin, hit upon an essential truth when he 
observed ‘whatever you do, you lose a lot of men’. 

Today, Western governments and peoples are not 
prepared to countenance heavy casualties in pursuit of 
political goals. Indeed, in an age of Weapons of Mass 
Destruction it may be that total war is a redundant response 
to even the gravest of threats. Governments and peoples in 
the second decade of the twentieth century had a very 
different view, and one should avoid the temptation to 
impose modern values upon an earlier era. 


* 


At 11.00 am on 11 November 2001, Armistice Day, | 
happened to find myself on London’s Paddington Station, en 
route to give a lecture at the National Army Museum. | 
joined a small crowd of people, by the look of us drawn from 
a wide spread of backgrounds, around the fine war 
memorial. Jagger’s figure of a Great War soldier dressed for 
a winter’s day in the trenches, reading a letter from home, 
is one of the most evocative and poignant memorials | 
know, bringing home one of the commonest hardships of 
war - separation from loved ones. Perhaps, | thought, some 
of the silent and respectful crowd were remembering the 
pictures that had appeared in the press earlier in the year, 
photographs of a newly discovered mass grave of British 
soldiers. Victims of the 1917 Battle of Arras, whose skeletal 
remains had been lost for 84 years. A short service, the Last 
Post played on a trumpet, and the crowd quietly dispersed, 
and one of London’s busiest railway stations continued 
about its business. Similar scenes have occurred at myriad 
memorials since 1918. On this occasion, the events of 
exactly two months earlier in New York and Washington 
gave the ceremony an added edge. As some commentators 
pointed out, many of the themes debated in the aftermath 
of ‘9/11’, 11 September 2001 - sacrifice, the vulnerability of 
populations, the demands a liberal state can place on its 
people - have stark parallels with the situation faced by the 
generation who went through the First World War. For the 
British public, the Great War is not mere history. It is a living 
reality. 

For all that, the 1914-18 war is also commonly 
misunderstood. | wrote Forgotten Victory with the intention 
of bringing some of the new ‘revisionist’ thinking about the 
First World War to a wider audience. The book seems to 
have achieved this ambition, judging by the coverage in the 
media and the number of letters and invitations to speak 


that | have received. Perhaps the time had come for a book 
of this type, an accessible text that reflected current 
scholarship. Forgotten Victory was widely reviewed - a 
welcome novelty for me - and much to my surprise the 
reaction was mostly favourable. There were a few bad and 
mixed reviews, but generally speaking, those who had more 
than a superficial knowledge of the subject took a positive 
view of the book, even if they might disagree with some of 
my interpretations. The bad reviews demonstrated the 
tenacious grip of the ‘lions led by donkeys’ version of the 
war, espoused even by some who write history books for a 
living. Emotionally driven criticism and personal abuse are, 
however, no substitute for analysis based on a firm grasp of 
the facts. 

| have been much encouraged by those readers who have 
written to me with variations on ‘my father/grandfather who 
served in the Great War would have approved of your book’. 
It seems clear that many who fought in that war did not hold 
the view that it was futile, and maintained their pride in 
their achievements to the end of their days. 

The health and vitality of the debate on the 1914-18 is 
demonstrated by the recent publication of a number of 
important books. | would like to mention just four. 7o Arms, 
the first volume of Hew Strachan’s The First World War 
(Oxford University Press, 2001) is a magisterial work that 
sets the standard for the rest of us to follow. Also impressive 
in its breadth of scholarship is lan Beckett’s The Great War 
1914-1918 (London, Longman, 2001). In Seeking Victory on 
the Western Front (Lincoln and London, University of 
Nebraska, 2000) Albert Palazzo demonstrates by means of a 
study of chemical warfare, the effectiveness of the BEF’s 
style of warfighting, and the extent to which it outfought the 
Germans. Finally, Cathryn Corns and John Hughes-Wilson in 
their Blindfold and Alone: British Military Executions in the 
Great War (London, Cassell, 2001) bring some much needed 


perspective and cool analysis to this most emotive of 
subjects. 

However, the traditional view of the British army is far 
from dead. It took particularly vigorous form in John Mosier’s 
The Myth of the Great War (London: Profile Books, 2001). 
Like Paul Fussell, John Mosier is an American professor of 
English, rather than a historian by background. He argues 
that the Germans were militarily Superior in every way, the 
British army being particularly useless, and the war was 
only won by the intervention of tactically excellent American 
forces. This interpretation is diametrically opposed to the 
one presented in this book, and indeed to much other recent 
scholarly work on the British and US armies in the Great 
War. Thus eighty-eight years on from the first shots being 
fired, the First World War retains its ability to shock and 
cause public controversy. If Forgotten Victory contributes in 
a small way to inform the debate, it will have served its 
purpose. 

| would like to thank a number of people who have helped 
in all manner of ways since the publication of the hardback 
version of Forgotten Victory. At Headline, Lucy Ramsey 
handled the publicity in an exemplary fashion. Colonel John 
Hughes-Wilson has enthusiastically championed the book 
and its author. Annie Maddison and Sarah Landa-Font of the 
JSCSC Library organised book-signings. Two friends of very 
long standing, Adrian Chamberlain and Pam Cooper, have 
been immensely supportive and have provided extremely 
wise counsel. Above all, | would like to reiterate my thanks 
to my wife Viv, to whom the book is dedicated. | thank God 
for her love and support during what has been a memorable 
but demanding year. 


Foreword by Professor Richard Holmes 


The Western Front smoulders darkly in the middle of 
Britain’s national consciousness, like some _ exhausted 
volcano whose once-deadly lava still marks our landscape. 
Its overall losses were exceeded by the Second World War, 
which was far and away history’s most bloody conflict, and 
there were aspects of that struggle - like the battles around 
Cassino, the freezing ruins of Stalingrad or the jungles of 
Burma - which must rival the Western Front for human 
suffering. But as far as Britain and her dominions were 
concerned the Western Front was the most costly event of 
modern history, and we remain touched by its long cold 
shadow. 

| admitted, at the beginning of a recent book, that | was 
haunted by the Western Front, and the scale of the public 
response to the BBC television series the book accompanied 
- | am still answering letters almost two years on - 
suggested that | was not alone. The subject arouses a 
mixture of emotions, amongst them horror, regret, anger, 
pride and curiosity, experienced by thousands of people 
whose own contact with the war often comes from the 
discovery of photographs, medals, discharge papers or, all 
too frequently, notification of death in action, amongst 
family papers. There are few brands burned deeper into our 
collective memory, and no historical topics more likely to 
provoke a response than the Western Front. 

Often the vehemence of this response, while scarcely 
Surprising in view of the sheer scale of suffering 
experienced on the Western Front, has actually impeded 
balanced assessment, establishing myths which have 
solidified into ‘facts’. For years, if one was to point out that 
it was more dangerous to be a British general in the First 


World War that in the Second; to observe that, during the 
war’s last hundred days, the British army captured almost 
aS many prisoners as the French, Americans and Belgians 
put together; or to suggest that the overwhelming majority 
of British soldiers sentenced to death were justly 
condemned by the law as it stood at that time, then 
reactions ranged from gentle disbelief to blind fury. 

The usual suspects were arraigned for conviction. 
Politicians first blundered into the war and then either 
meddled foolishly in its conduct, or supinely failed to 
intervene to prevent fresh acts of military folly. Generals, 
the lion-leading donkeys of that quote which continues to 
defy reputable attribution, were stupid and conservative, 
and in their elegant chateaux, remote and comfort-loving to 
boot. And the British, mysteriously on the winning side, 
were consistently less astute than the Germans, who 
somehow managed to lose. Class, that all-purpose 
explanation for national misfortune, helped depict empty- 
headed Bertie leading trusting Tommy to certain death, 
overlooking the fact that the British army - alone among its 
allies or opponents - had an ex-ranker as its professional 
head, and commissioned 500 warrant officers and NCOs in 
the first month of the war as part of creating an officer corps 
that was far less socially restrictive than the German. 

| went on to suggest that we had at long last reached a 
time when it was possible to make balanced judgments on a 
struggle which had polarised opinion for so long. It is a 
particular pleasure, therefore, to write this Foreword to Gary 
Sheffield’s timely and well-balanced contribution to the 
widening stream of new scholarship which sees the Western 
Front not in terms of yesterday’s conditioned response but 
today’s measured analysis of evidence too often 
disregarded. Such is the popular and media perception of 
the war, as the author trenchantly observes early on, that 
any revisionist scholar must press forward, as it were, 
against uncut barbed wire and well-guarded trenches. 


| have no doubt that he scores at least four notable 
victories. First, by emphasising that Britain had little real 
prospect of standing on the sidelines in 1914; second, by 
demonstrating that there was no real alternative to the 
Western Front; third, by examining the BEF’s painful but 
successful ascent of the learning curve at a time of profound 
military change; and finally, by giving the British army the 
credit for its stunning achievement in the late summer and 
autumn of 1918. By the end of the book the Western Front 
looks no less malign, but we can, | think, peer into its 
Smoking crater not only with a much greater measure of 
understanding, but even with pride for the not 
inconsiderable achievements of fathers, grandfathers and 
great-grandfathers. 


Chapter 1: Oh What a Futile War? The First 
World War in British and American Memory 


Blackadder and the First World War Captain Edmund 
Blackadder, Private S. Baldrick and Lieutenant The Hon. 
George Colthurst St. Barleigh first marched onto British 
television screens in 1989, accompanied by a military band 
crashing out the British Grenadiers. Played by Rowan 
Atkinson, Tony Robinson and Hugh Laurie respectively, these 
three characters were first seen on the parade ground, 
passing a saluting base manned by General Sir Anthony 
Hogmany Melchett (Stephen Fry), and, squinting around his 
general’s elbow, his ADC, Captain Kevin Darling (Tim 
McInnerny). These five were the principal characters of 
Blackadder Goes Forth, a highly successful BBC television 
comedy set on the Western Front during 1917. The 
popularity of the series is attributable in large part to the 
Sheer quality of the scripts, which blend perfectly with the 
sparkling performances of the actors. The element of 
conflict, which lies at the heart of much great comedy, is 
provided by Blackadder’s clashes with his real enemies, who 
are not the Germans but the brainless, braying Melchett and 
the cowardly, column-dodging Darling. But there is another 
reason for the success of Blackadder Goes Forth. \t reflected 
and reinforced the majority of the public’s views and 
emotions about the Great War. 

All four series of Blackadder (the others were set in the 
middle ages, the Elizabethan era and in the eighteenth 
century) drew upon a half-remembered folk memory of the 
1066 and All That variety. As the British national perception 
of the First World War is of an unmitigated disaster, 
Blackadder Goes Forth has a dark side largely absent from 
the three previous series, in the last episodes of which the 
principal characters had met violent but comic deaths. But 


when Blackadder, Baldrick, George and Darling finally go 
‘over the top’ into German machine gun fire, the mood is 
deadly serious. Only a minimum of scene setting was 
needed to make Blackadder Goes Forth intelligible. Nothing 
more than a shot of a trench was need to establish the 
context, nor was any explanation needed of the conflict 
between Captain Darling, living in a luxurious chateau, and 
Captain Blackadder in his rat-infested frontline trench. The 
portrayal of British strategy and tactics - in one memorable 
scene Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, played by Geoffrey 
Palmer, casually brushes toy soldiers off a model battlefield 
and sweeps them up in a dustpan - is funny because 
everybody ‘knows’ that British generals were incompetent 
and their battles were invariably bloody failures. Even the 
modern British army, which one might have thought had a 
vested interest putting forward a more positive view of the 
First World War, gave the series tacit endorsement by 
allowing the band of the Royal Anglian Regiment to appear 
on screen. Blackadder builds on a shared interpretation of 
history, but also on a common cultural heritage. The series 
contains echoes of works as diverse as the ‘War Poets’ of 
1914-18, R.C. Sherriff’s play Journey’s End, and W.E. Johns’ 
juvenile Biggles novels. 

Blackadder simply would not work in the absence of a 
British national perception of the First World War. My 
conviction that such a thing exists is based on observation 
of the media, and discussions with a large number of people 
over a period of nearly twenty years. | do not know of a 
properly conducted study of public opinion on the matter, 
but the preliminary findings of the Sandhurst historian Lloyd 
Clark suggest that there is a general awareness of the First 
World War as a uniquely terrible experience, and that 
perceptions of this war tend to colour perceptions of conflict 
in general. 

In classic Christian ‘just war’ theory, conflicts have to be 
judged on two criteria, by the reason for going to war (jus ad 


bellum), and the conduct of the fighting (jus in bello). The 
First World War, according to the national perception, failed 
to measure up on both counts. It began, it is commonly 
believed, over a trivial incident in the Balkans, which 
triggered off a series of actions that resulted in the Great 
Powers slithering into war. It was a futile, pointless conflict 
that was fought about nothing and solved nothing. At the 
end, the brutally harsh Treaty of Versailles imposed by the 
victors laid the foundations for Hitler’s rise to power and 
more or less ensured that a Second World War would break 
out, sooner rather than later, as the Germans sought 
redress. In the same way, it is believed that war was 
conducted by bone-headed British generals who, faced with 
trench deadlock, could think of nothing more imaginative 
than to hurl long lines of troops against German trenches 
and barbed wire, where time after time they were cut down 
in swathes. The great battles of the First World War, 
‘Gallipoli’, ‘The Somme’, ‘Passchendaele’, were, in the 
popular conception, colossal blood baths, utter disasters. 
The ordinary soldiers, this version of events continues, who 
had enlisted almost in a holiday mood, became deeply 
disillusioned with the war, and_- expressed _ their 
disenchantment by writing bitter poetry. 

So deep has this image of the First World War been driven 
into the national psyche that modern Britons constantly 
invoke ‘The Trenches’. A reference to the First World War is 
often used as shorthand for stupidity, blind obedience, 
failures of leadership, appalling physical conditions and 
deadlock. In 1999, a sports journalist reached deep into 
vocabulary of insults and emerged with ‘the England 
football team showed all the tactical acumen of a First World 
War general’.[6] 

However it is in the arena of politics that the richest 
harvest of Western Front references is to be found. The view 
of the Great War as a national tragedy, with the ordinary 
soldier, however courageous and tough, the victim of his 


leaders’ incompetence, is held across the political spectrum. 
In 1990 a prominent Labour politician, John Prescott, wrote 
in a foreword to a book on the Hull ‘Pals’: ‘Senior officers 
well behind the enemy lines (sic) seldom felt the conditions 
of horror, or the bitter consequences of their own orders, 
ignored the growing list of casualties and enforced a 
barbaric discipline which saw the shooting of shellshocked 
soldiers’.[7] 

Despite the presumably unintentional suggestion that that 
Haig and co. defected to the Germans, the message of 
futility is clear enough. Journalists and politicians habitually 
reach for Western Front metaphors. In July 1999 William 
Hague, the leader of the Conservative opposition, in a 
memorably confused comparison, likened the Prime Minister 
to ‘a First World War general who had sent out for new 
infantry while he went off to his chateau for the holidays.’[8] 

Very occasionally, though, ‘the trenches’ is used as a 
more positive metaphor. Tony Adams, the Arsenal captain, 
scored the winning goal in the quarterfinals of the 1994 
European Cup-Winners Cup. He was praised as a ‘hero’ ina 
middlebrow newspaper in terms that mixed sport and the 
First World War, throwing in a typical bit of British social 
class consciousness into the equation: ‘Tony Adams may not 
be Sandhurst material but when the bullets are flying and 
the call is for courage he constantly proves to be the man 
you would want in the trenches.’[9] Adams, a Londoner of 
humble origins, is here seen as a lineal descendant of the 
tough, bloody-minded and courageous British working class 
‘Tommy’ celebrated in literature by Kipling and in epic war 
movies such as Zulu. Given the rich heritage of historical 
examples upon which the journalist, Steve Curry, could have 
drawn, it is nonetheless interesting that he chose to evoke 
folk memories of the Western Front. In referring to Arsenal’s 
‘patience and discipline’ Curry, wittingly or not, also 
highlighted two of the characteristics of the British army on 
the Western Front. 


For British audiences in the late twentieth century these 
references did not need to be placed into context. No one 
had to explain what happened on the Western Front. As the 
popular success of Blackadder Goes Forth indicates, it is not 
only readers of the quality press who can be relied upon to 
recognise and understand references to the First World War. 
During the Falklands War of 1982, the Sun, a populist tabloid 
newspaper, ran an aggressively jingoistic campaign. At one 
stage it juxtaposed photographs of Royal Marines 
surrendering to the Argentine invaders with a headline of 
‘LEST WE FORGET’. This spread was intended to remind 
readers of the gravity of the issues at stake, the surrender 
being described as ‘a black moment in our history’ with the 
Task Force being dispatched to ‘wipe out the memory and 
free our loyal friends.’[10] In order to reinforce its ultra- 
patriotic message the Sun dug deep into the British 
collective memory, for ‘Lest we forget’ is a phrase soaked in 
associations with the sacrifices of 1914-18. Taken from 
Rudyard Kipling’s 1897 poem ‘Recessional’, after 1918 these 
words became an ‘emblematic text for remembrance’,[11] 
synonymous with commemoration of the First World War. By 
linking the Falklands War with 1914-18 the Sun risked 
reminding its readers not only of heroic, self-denying 
sacrifice, but also of the ‘futility’ of war, which was precisely 
the opposite message to the one that the newspaper wished 
to convey. 

Disillusionment - Reality or Myth? 

The First World War was not always viewed like this. In this 
book | argue that the Great War was viewed by the vast 
majority of British people as a just and worthwhile war - 
while it was still going on. There is evidence, too, that such 
attitudes continued to hold sway in the immediate 
aftermath of the war. War novels based on wartime 
experiences that ‘appeared shortly after the war tended to 
be patriotic and romantic’. There were, of course, 
exceptions, but ‘in much of this war fiction [published in the 


1920s as a whole] the message was ambiguous: it was the 
reader or playgoer who decided whether or not a work was 
‘anti-war’.[12] The same is true of many war memoirs. Even 
a book with the apparently unequivocal title of 7orment 
reveals, on careful reading, ambiguous attitudes towards 
the author’s wartime experience.[13] 

Why, then, did popular opinion undergo such a dramatic 
change? One explanation is that for the decade after the 
end of the war Britain was an emotional dam about to burst. 
If there is one word that sums up why the First World War 
became to be viewed as a futile tragedy, that word is 
‘casualties’. The defeat of Imperial Germany cost the British 
Empire 947,023 military dead of which 744,702 were from 
the British Isles. This was more than any previous war had 
cost Great Britain, and indeed would dwarf the 264,000 
military dead of the Second World War. Britain in 1919 was a 
nation in a state of profound shock. The _ hysterical 
celebrations at the news of the armistice gave way to 
numbness, as the full horror of the scale of the deaths sank 
in. In 1924 an author commented that: ‘The European War, 
with its serried ranks of graves counted in millions, each 
marking a life cut off, has entirely altered our conceptions of 
mass death. What trifles seem the few tens of thousands of 
the Great Plague [of London in 1665]!’[14] 

The massacre of young men left a generation of parents 
without sons, wives without husbands, children without 
fathers. Even at a distance of over eighty years, the grief is 
palpable. 

During the war, the British population had for the most 
part accepted the heavy loss of life as the cost of fighting a 
necessary war. Attitudes did not alter overnight, but as early 
as 1920 there is evidence that times were changing. In that 
year a book co-authored by an officer close to Haig adopted 
a distinctly defensive tone when referring to critics of British 
operations.[15] But mourning and commemoration rather 
than blame and recrimination were the major themes of the 


immediate post-war period. One important result was a rash 
of memorials that permanently changed the _ British 
landscape. 

Perhaps such a heavy loss of life would have been more 
bearable if the post-war world had been obviously ‘better’ 
than that which had perished between 1914 and 1918. A 
story that appears in the memoirs of the broadcaster Robert 
Robinson reveals a profound truth about the reason why the 
Great War came to be seen as a disaster. As a child in the 
1930s, living in suburban Surrey, he encountered a 
‘respectable man’ who was reduced to hawking goods from 
a cheap suitcase. Before he went to serve in the Great War, 
the man had been a commercial traveller working for an 
established firm. He was wounded and lamed, and after the 
war failed to get his old job back. When Robinson with 
childish candour commented ‘And now you’re only a pedliar’, 
the man began to weep[._]. As a tragedy, this man’s story 
hardly bears comparison with the fate of maimed men 
rotting in veterans’ hospitals, an experience captured in 
Johnny Got his Gun (1938) a novel by an American author, 
Dalton Trumbo, that has not lost its power to shock. Yet it 
was a tragedy all the same. Ex-servicemen re-entering 
civilian life did not return to a ‘land fit for heroes’. Instead, 
they found a country troubled by declining industries, 
unemployment and labour unrest. 

The end of the war with Germany had not brought 
prosperity; neither had it brought security to Europe. Russia 
was in revolution, and posing a threat to western stability. 
Superficially, Britain’s position in the world had been 
enhanced. In reality, Britain had slipped from her apparently 
pre-eminent place in the world. By agreeing to naval parity 
with the USA in 1921, Britain was admitting the extent of 
her decline. The Chanak incident of 1922, when Britain 
came close to war with Turkey, showed that Britain could 
not even count upon the automatic support of the white 
Dominions in times of crisis. Above all, the spirit of optimism 


that had characterised, despite everything, the Edwardian 
period, had vanished. Against this background it is not 
Surprising that some people began to question whether the 
enormous Sacrifices had been worthwhile. 

The dam finally burst in 1929. One trigger appears to 
have been the publication of a German war novel, Erich 
Maria Remarque’s A// Quiet on the Western Front. |n this 
book, which was turned into a highly successful Hollywood 
film in 1930, the theme is the destruction of youthful 
idealism. The other trigger was the first staging of /ourney’s 
End, a play by a British wartime officer, R.C. Sherriff. Set in a 
dugout on the eve of the German offensive in March 1918, 
Journey’s End is a claustrophobic picture of the strain of 
modern war on ordinary men. Such works gave exposure to 
views expressed by one Western Front veteran-turned- 
pacifist that war had ‘passed from the heroic to the 
blackguardly ... obscene in its ruthlessness and sub-human 
in its mechanisation.’[16] These literary events coincided 
with the Wall Street Crash, which began a _ worldwide 
depression, the gravest international crisis since 1918.[17] 
A stream of British ‘disillusioned’ novels and memoirs 
followed. Many of the classics of the genre date from this 
period, such as Siegfried Sassoon’s Memoirs of a Fox 
Hunting Man (1928), Robert Graves’s Good-bye to All That 
and Richard Aldington’s Death of a Hero (both 1929). 
Polemical attacks on the conduct of the war by military 
historians Captain B.H. Liddell Hart and Major General J.F.C. 
Fuller, belong to the same literary genre. So do the memoirs 
of the wartime prime minister, David Lloyd George, which 
featured a series of scathing attacks on British high 
command, particularly Douglas Haig. 

Thus British public opinion moved towards pacifism 
between the wars. Founded soon after the outbreak of war 
in 1914, the Union of Democratic Control (UDC) acted as a 
pressure group, its members believing that the war was 
caused by the pursuit of ‘balance of power’ politics and 


secret diplomacy - the organisation’s title referred to the 
democratic control of foreign policy.[18] After the war, the 
UDC won the intellectual battle.[19] While not strictly 
pacifist, that is completely rejecting the use of war, the UDC 
has aptly been described as ‘pacific-ist’.[20] This word sums 
up much public feeling in the late interwar years - the 
period in which the UDC’s views on the causes, conduct and 
consequences of the war became highly influential. 

Neo-pacifist influences can be detected behind the 
widespread belief that the terms of the Versailles Peace 
Settlement were iniquitous and injurious to the prospects of 
future peace. Such views also underpinned the decision in 
1933 of the socially elite youths of the Oxford Union to 
support the motion that ‘This House will in no circumstances 
fight for its King and Country’ In 1935 11.5 million people 
voted in the ‘Peace Ballot’, organised by League of Nations 
Union, which affirmed support for the League and the 
reduction of armaments. By 1936 the Peace Pledge Union 
(PPU), founded two years earlier by Canon ‘Dick’ Sheppard, 
had 100,000 members who declared ‘I renounce War and 
never again will | support or sanction another, and | will do 
all in my power to persuade others to do the same’. The 
intellectual climate on the Left, and even on some of the 
Right, now viewed the Great War as a disaster, albeit for 
different reasons. [21] 

The political consequences of such widely-held views are 
demonstrated by comments made in January 1936 by 
Anthony Eden, Foreign Secretary and a Western Front 
veteran. He said he feared that ‘public opinion ... would rise 
up in anger’ at thought of the part-time soldiers of the 
Territorial Army ‘being sent to “another 
Passchendaele”.’[22] | have argued elsewhere that many of 
the generation of young men who fought in the Second 
World War came to hold as an article of faith that no matter 
how terrible the experiences that they endured, the men of 


1914-18 had had it worse. ‘[A]s a result, they sometimes 
failed to recognise just how terrible “their” war was’.[23] 
Thus so far we have a tidy structure to our story. Britain 
suffers enormous casualties during the First World War. For 
over ten years after the war the nation is numb. Literary 
events and the onset of the Depression at the end of the 
1920s trigger an outpouring of grief and disillusionment as 
Britons are forced to admit that their land is far from fit for 
heroes. An age of cynicism and disillusionment commences. 
Inevitably, it is not quite that simple. For a start, we 
should be careful before assuming that Sassoon and the like 
accurately reflected the views of war veterans. Moreover, 
the influence of some of the war poets now regarded as 
spokesmen for the soldiers on the Western Front - Wilfred 
Owen is the obvious example - was minuscule in the 1930s. 
Professor Brian Bond has argued that ‘disenchantment with 
the First World War was mainly literary in character ... and, 
above all, limited in its impact on the general public’.[24] 
lronically, Sherriff, who remained proud of his service in the 
East Surrey Regiment until the end of his life, did not intend 
Journey’s End to be an anti-war play. The producer of the 
first version, however, was a pacifist, and the resulting 
production (and indeed most subsequent ones) conveyed 
the message that the war was squalid and futile.[25] The 
cultural historian Modris Eksteins has argued that ‘the 
sentiments on war’ articulated in the film of A// Quiet ‘were 
not representative of the prevailing sentiments of soldiers 
during the war’.[26] | would go further: neither were they 
not representative of the way that most British and US 
veterans viewed the First World War in the early 1930s. 
Certainly, the publication of ‘disillusioned’ novels and 
memoirs did not halt the flow of works that had an 
ambiguous or even positive view of the war. As literary 
historian Hugh Cecil reminds us, even when the 
disenchanted school seemed to reign supreme ‘there were 
enough successful novels with a contrary message for the 


public to receive a fairly balanced picture’. Indeed, judged 
by sales, the British public seems to have preferred patriotic 
to disillusioned fiction, not least because much of the former 
offered consolation for loss.[27] 

Also to be set against the idea of widespread 
disillusionment from 1929 onwards is the fact that British 
national unity survived the ‘devil’s decade’ of the 1930s 
more or less intact. In spite of unemployment, hunger 
marches and appeasement, the vast bulk of the British 
population entered the Second World War in 1939 prepared 
to ‘do their bit’, in other words to go through the experience 
of total war for the second time in twenty-five years. This 
was truly astonishing. There is much evidence that it was 
widely believed that a new European war would be worse 
than that of 1914-18, and would include devastating air 
raids, when enemy bombers would rain high explosive and 
poison gas onto British cities.[28] Yet the generation that 
had grown to adulthood during the apparent 
‘disillusionment’ boom proved themselves ready to fight. 
Some put aside their youthful pacifism, while some had 
been educated, at home or school, to believe that the First 
World War had been a righteous, even glorious conflict, or 
that it was simply part of the long British military tradition. 
Even young men whose relatives had been killed or 
wounded during 1914-18 were ready, even eager, to fight in 
the Second World War.[29] Moreover, millions of greying 
veterans of the Western and other fronts offered themselves 
for service in a new war, in bodies such as the Home Guard 
and Air Raid Precautions. 

Thus we have a paradox. Clearly, the intellectual and 
literary climate of the late twenties and early thirties was 
one of disenchantment with the First World War. Equally 
clearly, for large numbers of Britons, disenchantment was at 
best skin deep, and some did not share this view at all. This 
schizophrenic view of the war was mirrored in the interwar 
British cinema. ‘Going to the pictures’ was a principal source 


of entertainment in the 1930s. From 1919 to 1927 British 
Instructional Films produced a series of movies that re- 
enacted 1914-18 battles. In one, General Sir Horace Smith- 
Dorrien recreated his role as the victor of Mons and Le 
Cateau. The films treated these battles as heroic events to 
be celebrated, depicting them as fitting neatly in to the 
tradition of Blenheim and Waterloo.[30] 

In the 1930s British films displayed a more complex 
attitude to the First World War. Only twenty-six British war 
films appeared from the start of the decade up to the 
beginning of the Second World War. This can be seen as a 
consequence of the neo-pacifist mood of the earlier part of 
the decade, or, conversely, a lack of intent on the part of 
filmmakers to spread pacifist propaganda. Several important 
British war films appeared during the height of the War 
Books boom, and to some extent they reflected the 
‘disillusioned’ themes of the ghastliness of war. Yet both 
Journey’s End and Tell England (both 1930) were based on 
original sources which had an ambiguous (or even positive) 
view of the war. Moreover, both can be viewed as having an 
ultimately positive message: the nobility of sacrifice of 
upper class officers and - explicitly in 7e// England - that the 
survival of Britain was worth the sacrifice and suffering. 

Thus the jump from these apparently ‘pacifist’ films to 
contemporary ‘establishment’ films celebrating the 
monarchy and class consensus - Victoria the Great (1937), 
Royal Cavalcade (1935) - is not as great as it might at first 
seem. Much the same could be said of a film like Fire over 
England (1937), which advocated national alertness in the 
face of the growing power of Nazi Germany by invoking a 
previous threat (that of Philip Il’s Spain).[31] Yet, as Jeffery 
Richards has commented, ‘the overall impression one gets 
from films about the Great War is that causes and principles 
become unimportant and that the war itself is the 
monstrous central fact of life and getting through it decently 
is the main thing.’[32] Perhaps the very ambiguity of the 


apparently anti-war films helps to explain the relative ease 
with which the pacifist mood of films of the early 1930s was 
changed into a reluctant acceptance of the necessity of war 
in 1939. 

America, the First World War and Vietnam American 
responses to the First World War were even more complex. 
To a far greater extent than in Britain, the war divided the 
US population. Unlike in Britain, the part of the country 
where one lived and one’s ethnic background could play a 
Significant role in one’s attitude to the war.[33] The East 
Coast was the home of pro-Allied, interventionist sentiment, 
while the Midwest was more isolationist. German-Americans 
were posed with obvious dilemmas in contemplating a war 
against their ancestral home, and many Irish-Americans 
were cool about the idea of aiding the British. 

The soldiers of the American Expeditionary Forces (AEF) 
that fought in France were spared the full gamut of trench 
warfare. One and third million American soldiers out of the 
two million present with the AEF had combat experience, 
but ‘few saw sustained or repeated battle’.[34] Instead, the 
AEF fought its major battles, bloody though they were, when 
the trench deadlock had been broken, and when the 
German army was clearly on the back foot. The American 
experience, then, was of military success, of driving the 
enemy before them. The first major American battle was the 
attack at St .Mihiel on 12 September 1918, and the 
armistice that ended the war came into force only two 
months later. 

As an important recent study has argued, the combat 
experience of the AEF ‘could not shake American optimism’. 
[35] Judging from the responses to surveys completed in the 
1970s, Great War veterans continued to hold broadly 
positive views about the war.[36] During the war there was 
a tendency amongst the public to follow President Woodrow 
Wilson’s rhetoric that the New World entered the war to 
save the Old.[37] In the early 1920s, a number of popular 


books were published that had ambiguous or positive 
attitudes to the war, such as Edith Wharton’s A Son at the 
Front (1933). Wartime books with similar themes, such as 
Alan Seegar’s Poems and Arthur Guy Empey’s Over the Top 
(both published in 1917) enjoyed continued popularity.[38] 
But it was the writings of John Dos Passos, (Three Soldiers, 
1921) E.E. Cummings, (The Enormous Room, 1922) William 
Faulkner (So/dier’s Pay, 1926) and Ernest Hemingway (A 
Farewell to Arms, 1929) that took centre stage. Like many 
books that are seen as their European equivalents, it is 
often too simplistic to describe such works’ as 
‘disenchanted’. Instead they fit into a tradition of American 
writing that long predates 1917; they are protesting against 
authority, and conservative interpretations of the war.[39] 

The events of the mid-1920s onwards provided a context 
for intellectual cynicism about the war to reach a wider 
audience. The Wall Street Crash and the subsequent Great 
Depression impoverished many Americans and created the 
conditions for the rise of Nazism in Germany. President 
Woodrow Wilson’s idealistic vision of a benevolent New 
World Order seemed to be a distant memory. As in Britain, 
the belief grew that the beginning of the war had been a 
terrible mistake and that the treaty of Versailles had been 
monstrously harsh. In addition, many Americans came to 
think that the US had been tricked into entering the war by 
British propaganda and/or the machinations of arms 
manufacturers and bankers.[40] Moreover, there was a 
widely-held belief that the USA had been cheated out of the 
fruits of victory. Apparently working on the principle of ‘once 
bitten, twice shy’, a prominent Mississippian argued in the 
Second World War that Britain should hand over Canada and 
parts of the West Indies in return for support. [41] 

Added to this home-grown cynicism about the war were 
imports from Europe. In 1931 William Faulkner declared 
‘America has been conquered not by the German soldiers 
that died in French and Flemish trenches, but by the 


German soldiers that died in German books.’ Faulkner might 
well have added ‘and in the movies’.[42] High culture had a 
relatively modest impact on the American’ popular 
imagination. Hollywood’s influence, by contrast, was huge. 
For most of the 1920s, war films such as The Big Parade 
(1925) did not harp on disillusioned themes. A// Quiet on the 
Western Front changed all that. Others followed this seminal 
film with similar anti-war messages. 

Films did not have to be explicitly ‘about’ war in order to 
carry a ‘disillusioned’ message. One of the most graphic 
scenes that hammered home _ the _ ‘disenchantment’ 
message came not in a war film but in musical, The Gold 
Diggers of 1933. Only the year before, in the depths of the 
Depression, Great War veterans had marched on 
Washington demanding the early payment of pensions. 
General Douglas MacArthur, himself a Western Front 
veteran, had used troops to disperse the ‘Bonus Marchers’. 
Against this background, the musical climax of the film, the 
song ‘Forgotten Man’, packed a powerful emotional punch: 
Remember my forgotten man You put a rifle in his hand 


You sent him far away You shouted - Hip Hooray! 

But look at him today! 

The scene was choreographed by Busby Berkeley, with 
lavish use of ‘doughboys’ in the uniforms of 1918.[43] 

In the late 1930s Hollywood, with its large colony of 
European émigrés, many of them Jewish, was an island of 
concern about the rise of Nazism in a sea of American 
apathy and isolationism. One consequence was _ that, 
somewhat late in the day, Hollywood began to take a far 
more positive view of the Great War. Sergeant York (1941) 
with the title role played by Gary Cooper, is a masterful 
piece of propaganda. York, a citizen soldier from Pall Mall, 
Tennessee, won the Medal of Honor three weeks before the 
end of the war in 1918.[44] In the film York stands for 
America. Overcoming his hesitations, York decides it is right 
to fight. [45] 

As far as there is an American popular perception of the 
Great War, it tends to follow the erroneous British pattern. In 
fact, many Americans have very little impression of it at all. 
[46]. In America it is overshadowed by the Civil War and the 
Second World War, two conflicts that had a major impact on 
the USA and which still have a firm grip on the American 
imagination, not least in the media. Had sizeable American 
forces fought at Passchendaele, or for that matter had the 
war dragged on into 1919, when US forces would have 
undoubtedly borne the brunt of the fighting, no doubt the 
Great War would have a much greater hold on the American 
imagination. There are, of course, American historians who 
have stressed the importance of the First World War to the 
USA; but they seem to have made little impact on popular 
awareness of the conflict.[47] 

America does in fact have a ‘First World War’ of its own in 
the shape of Vietnam. Both wars were, without any doubt, 
the most traumatic conflicts of the twentieth century for 
Britain and the US respectively. American optimism died in 


the paddy fields, just as surely as the First World War 
changed Britain forever. The number of American dead in 
Vietnam was, in comparison with the British losses of 1914- 
18, small - approximately 59,000 to 750,000. But the 
attrition and frustration that comprised much of the 
experience of the American frontline soldier in Vietnam can 
be compared, not entirely fancifully, to the trenches of 
France and Flanders from 1915-17 - without the 
compensation of a 1918-style victory. Even when the US 
forces achieved a substantial military success, as they did in 
destroying the Tet Offensive in 1968, the victory was 
Pyrrhic. The initial Viet Cong surprise attacks of 30 January 
1968 grabbed the headlines and did more than anything 
else to undermine American will to continue with the war. 
The beginning of the campaign is naturally remembered at 
the expense of the subsequent and successful US response, 
just as 1918 is remembered largely for the initial German 
successes rather than the crushing Allied riposte. 

In the USA Vietnam is still regarded by many as a bad war. 
Even some of those who took the decisions to commit 
America to Vietnam have now admitted that it was a 
mistake. Arthur Schlesinger Jr, historian and_ special 
assistant to President John F. Kennedy, described America’s 
war as a ‘tragedy without villains’.[48] A scholarly textbook, 
widely used in American colleges, concludes by speculating 
on the emotions of visitors to the Vietnam War memorial in 
Washington DC in language that could have been used to 
describe British visitors to a cemetery at Passchendaele. 
Even though visitors may have no personal connection with 
the men who are commemorated there, ‘They too are filled 
with grief and sadness at the loss, and perhaps rage at the 
waste and futility of an unnecessary and pointless war.’[49] 
Unlike London’s Cenotaph, the Vietnam War Memorial 
proved controversial on its unveiling. Yet both memorials 
serve the same purpose, they are empty tombs, places to 
mourn and remember, to try to comprehend a tragic event. 


If the image of the Vietnam War as an avoidable tragedy 
is dominant in the USA, there are other interpretations. One 
school points to imperialism as a root cause of American 
intervention in Indochina. Another school holds the view 
that the Vietnam War was worthwhile and was far from 
futile. For the student of British history, there are clear 
echoes of debates over the Great War: liberal thinkers 
aghast at the casualties, radical thinkers blaming 
imperialism and secret diplomacy, conservatives pursuing a 
patriotic line and historians trying to maintain objectivity. 
Eighty years after the event, when almost all participants in 
the Great War have passed away, it remains Britain’s most 
controversial and divisive war. There is every sign that 
Vietnam will continue to fulfil a similar function for the 
United States. 

Parallels between Vietnam and the Great War do not end 
there. The 1970s, like the 1920s, saw a period of numbness 
followed by an explosion of books and films. The traumatic 
experiences on the Western Front and in South East Asia 
demanded that individuals and nations made sense of the 
conflicts, a procedure entailing a _ painful period of 
reassessment and mental adjustment. This stands in sharp 
contrast with the Second World War, a good war for both 
Americans and Britons, where individuals underwent this 
process but nations did not see the need. Not surprisingly, 
post-Vietnam books and films had much in common with 
their counterparts of the 1920s and 1930s. Many memoirs, 
novels and films of Vietnam have an ambiguous attitude to 
the war reminiscent of much writing by Western Front 
veterans; Francis Ford Coppola’s movie Apocalypse Now 
(1979) is a case in point. It is perhaps unsurprising that A// 
Quiet was remade in 1979, at the time when the Vietnam 
War movie industry was hitting its stride. 

The 1960s and the Birth of the British National 
Perception British popular interest in the 1914-18 war, 
dormant during the 1939-45 conflict, began to reawaken in 


the mid-to late-1950s. It was during the 1960s, however 
that the British national perception of the First World War as 
futile and incompetent became firmly established: to borrow 
a Marxist phrase, it had become a ‘dominant ideology’, 
constantly reinforced by the media. Horror and revulsion at 
the human cost of the war was given a spur by the relatively 
small loss of British life in the recently concluded Second 
World War. 

In the 1950s and 60s a series of popular histories 
powerfully reinforced the British national perception of the 
war and helped to redefine it in the wake of the 1939-45 
conflict. None of these books stand up well in the light of 
modern scholarship. Clark’s The Donkeys is the worst, and 
was heavily criticised by other historians when it was 
published. Leon Wolff's /n Flanders Fields was perhaps the 
best, and the most influential was probably A.J.P. Taylor’s 
brilliant, but unreliable The First World War.[50] Taylor was a 
prominent CND supporter and the book is coloured by 
contemporary concerns about the Cold War. But these books 
are still influential and many later additions to the genre 
have continued their basic theme.[51] The opening of the 
British official archives for 1914-18 in the late 1960s 
revolutionised academic study of the War, but as noted in 
the introduction, the popular impact of such archival-based 
works has been severely limited. In sharp contrast, popular 
works of military history sell well, are widely read and are 
reviewed in the general press. 

While there is often a delay in academic ideas becoming 
accepted, or even noticed by the general public, the 
difference between academic and popular perceptions of 
the First World War is still especially marked. Key Stage 3 of 
the national curriculum that operated in British schools in 
the mid-1990s dictated that the First World War was one of 
the historical subjects to be studied, in outline, by fourteen- 
year-old pupils, and the Western Front was an option that 
could be studied in depth. The national curriculum did give a 


certain amount of flexibility to teachers, which allowed them 
to introduce elements of revisionism into their teaching.[52] 
However, a strong case can be made that it is teachers of 
English, not history, that have had the greatest impact on 
the shaping of views on the First World War through the 
teaching of war poetry. It is not generals and politicians but 
the ‘War Poets’, a small and unrepresentative group of 
junior officers, who are the most frequently quoted British 
figures of 1914-18,[53] Siegfried Sassoon, Wilfred Owen, 
Isaac Rosenberg (who actually served in the ranks), Robert 
Graves and Edmund Blunden are still remembered, while 
the very names of most British generals of the First World 
War have slipped from public consciousness. 

The single most influential recent book on the First World 
War is Paul Fussell’s The Great War and Modern Memory.[54] 
Fussell, an American Professor of English, used literature to 
explore the British experience of the conflict, treating the 
First World War as a unique cultural event. Unlike most 
academic historical writing on the First World War his 
influence extends to the classroom and, crucially, the 
general press; in 1994, nineteen years after its publication 
The Great War and Modern Memory was described as 
‘brilliant’ and a ‘classic’ respectively in two quality 
newspapers.[55] Fussell does indeed bring important 
insights to our understanding of the First World War, but his 
book has important drawbacks as history. His evidence is 
drawn from a tiny handful of literary sources, and as he 
readily admitted, the book was ‘really about the Vietnam 
War as much as it is about the First World War’.[56] 

Among the laudatory reviews of The First World War and 
Modern Memory some critics struck a discordant note. 
Charles Carrington, a veteran of the Western Front who later 
became an academic historian, was markedly scathing,[57] 
while historians Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson memorably 
dissected the book in an article-length review. Aside from 
pointing out Fussell’s factual errors, they raise the important 


point that he ignores the war at sea and the mobilisation of 
British society and economy for total war. These immensely 
important facets of the Great War were ‘not tragic, ironic, or 
self-evidently futile’, yet Fussell is solely interested in the 
Supposedly ‘futile’ aspects of the Western Front. Moreover, 
in keeping his view of the ‘senseless’ nature of the 1914-18 
conflict, Fussell does not include a worthwhile discussion of 
the causes of the war, or the issues at stake, and the Allied 
victories of 1918 are all but ignored. Fussell’s attempt in a 
Subsequent book his to depict the 1939-45 as ‘futile’ has 
received much less sympathy Fussell, and Prior and Wilson, 
thus represent two very different schools of thought about 
the First World War, which might be called the ‘cultural’ and 
‘politico-military’ schools. It is the former rather than the 
latter that dominates so much of the British media and 
popular culture. It would be wrong to deny that poetry 
represents a valid expression of a particular individual’s 
experience, but one should no more rely solely or even 
primarily on literary sources to understand the First World 
War than base one’s entire knowledge of fifteenth-century 
Anglo-French relations on Shakespeare’s Henry V. Still less 
should one imagine that the War Poets represent ‘typical’ 
British soldiers. The poems of Sassoon, Owen and the like 
provide, at best, a very limited and skewed view of both the 
war aS a whole and the experience of the frontline 
infantryman. 

The influence of the War Poets and the Fussell school can 
be seen in a number of more recent, critically acclaimed 
works, much reviewed in the quality press, that concentrate 
on the cultural aspects of the war, the alleged futility and 
irony, to the exclusion of a discussion of the political and 
military aspects. Novels such as Sebastian Faulks’s Birdsong 
(1993), Pat Barker’s Regeneration trilogy (and the 
subsequent film), Geoff Dyer’s meditation The Missing of the 
Somme (1994) are powerful and rewarding but they give a 


lopsided, incomplete and therefore misleading view of the 
First World War. 

In the decades after 1945 peace - of a sort - and 
prosperity allowed the questioning of traditional values and 
mores. As the critic Kenneth Allsop commented in 1958 ‘a 
great many men and women in my age group have an 
intense nostalgic longing for the security and the innocence 
that seems to have been present in Britain before the 1914 
war’.[58]The Great War, which destroyed this innocence and 
security, was thus an obvious target of the radical writers of 
the 1950s and 1960s. The most influential treatment was 
probably Joan Littlewood’s 1963 Theatre Workshop 
production of Oh! What a Lovely War. This was a seminal 
work whose_ influence’ stretches far beyond the 
comparatively few people who have actually seen it on the 
stage. Richard Attenborough’s 1969 film version, although 
inferior as art, was seen by a much wider audience, both at 
the cinema and in subsequent showings on television. For 
whatever reason, Oh What a Lovely War came to symbolise 
for many people the essential ‘truth’ about the First World 
War, and was much quoted, alluded to and parodied.[59] 

The play has a seductive message: the war was pointless 
and the soldiers died for nothing. The Allied military 
victories of July to November 1918 are literally written out of 
the script. Instead, in the film version, the fighting just 
stops, the front lines apparently in place. For the original 
play, Joan Littlewood chose as the finale not the victory of 
the Allies (which might appear logical) but a scene from 
Henri Barbusse’s novel Under Fire in which French soldiers 
follow an officer in a hopeless attack ‘baa-ing like sheep till 
they were all mown down’. 

Theatre Workshop’s ‘Military Advisor’ was Raymond 
Fletcher, a future Labour MP. His perspective on 1914-18 
can be judged by his own description of the content of a 
lecture he gave the Theatre Workshop company on the War; 
‘one part me, one part Liddell Hart [a military historian 


fiercely critical of British high command] the rest Lenin!’ 
Only six months before the play was first performed, the 
Cuban Missile Crisis brought the USA and the USSR close to 
nuclear war. Parallels with the way Europe had apparently 
slipped into war in August 1914 seemed all too obvious. 
Fletcher’s ‘Lenin’ remark is especially interesting in view of 
the fact that in 1999 it was revealed that the KGB recruited 
him in 1962, the year before Oh What a Lovely War was first 
performed.[60] 

Writing in the late 1960s, the writer A.P. Herbert, who 
served with the Royal Naval Division during the Great War, 
accurately noted that ‘Its message ... is that young men like 

. myself were duped into the forces by damsels singing 
patriotic songs or bullied in by peremptory posters.’ 
[61]Such posters and songs were certainly used in 1914. 
However, Herbert firmly denied that he had been duped into 
joining up. Instead, he ‘was calmly persuaded that we had 
gone to war for a just cause’. The experience of Gallipoli and 
the Western Front did not cause him to change his mind. 
Oh! What a Lovely War tells us very little about the First 
World War. It tells us a great deal about the 1960s, and how 
the First World War was perceived in Britain during those 
years. 

It was through the medium of television, however, that 
images of the First World War were to have the greatest 
impact on a mass audience in Britain. Especially significant 
was the 1964 series The Great War.[62] This was a 17-hour, 
26-part series made in cooperation with the Imperial War 
Museum and the BBC’s counterparts in Australia and 
Canada. Each episode of the series attracted on average 
eight million viewers. The Great War was a landmark not 
just in popular military history, but in television as a whole. 
Some 845,000 feet of archive film was used, and actors of 
the calibre of Sir Ralph Richardson, Marius Goring and Sir 
Michael Redgrave (the narrator) were enlisted to provide 
voice-overs. 


On the script writing team were the two leading military 
historical iconoclasts of the 1960s, Correlli Barnett and John 
Terraine. Both held views on the First World War that were 
Sharply at odds with prevailing wisdom. Haig, according to 
Terraine, pursued a strategy of attrition - the only possible 
strategy, he argued, given the circumstances - which wore 
down the German army, and prepared it for the coup de 
grace delivered by the Allies in 1918. His fundamental 
thesis, although frequently assailed over the last forty 
years, has yet to have been demolished.[63] 

The BBC television series seemed to have matched the 
man with the hour; here, at last, was a golden opportunity 
to present an alternative viewpoint to a mass audience. John 
Terraine wrote the scripts for the all-important programmes 
covering the battles of the Somme and Third Ypres. Yet his 
viewpoint was ignored, or at least not understood, by the 
audience; instead, the series ended up reinforcing the 
existing perception of the war as a futile waste of life. In the 
case of the Passchendaele episode, entitled ‘Surely We have 
Perished’, it seems that Terraine’s revisionism was 
overwhelmed by extracts from the poetry of Sassoon and 
Owen. The public reaction to the Great War series suggests 
that programmes do not have to carry an explicitly anti-war 
message to build up negative images in viewers minds: all 
they need to do is to show scenes of carnage. In the case of 
The Great War, it was probably the case that the viewers’ 
response simply reflected their existing impression of the 
war. In contrast, the showing of documentaries on the 
Second World War, which often feature gory footage, does 
not seem to have changed the public perception of this 
conflict as a ‘good’ war, in which men died to achieve a 
discernible and laudable end. The 1939-45 war has also 
been the subject of some revisionism, but it does not appear 
to have affected popular views on the conflict. The public 
controversy that surrounded the publication of John 
Charmley’s critical biography of Winston Churchill in 1993, 


fuelled by Alan Clark’s suggestion that Britain should have 
made a compromise peace with Hitler, is a case in point.[64] 

The First World War continues to be a favourite subject for 
television documentaries and dramas, most of which 
hammer away at the theme of ‘futility’. More than twenty 
such programmes were made in the UK between 1970 and 
1995. An ambitious series, entitled in the USA, The Great 
War and the Shaping of the 20 Century, and in Britain the 
pithier 1914-1918, was screened in 1996. An international 
co-production between Public Broadcasting System (PBS) 
the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and the BBC, it had 
a literary/cultural focus. The series’ academic prime mover 
(and co-author of the subsequent book) was Jay Winter. A 
Cambridge-based American academic, Winter is one of the 
world’s leading cultural historians of the First World War. The 
driving concept behind the series seems to have been to 
demonstrate the importance of the past in terms of its 
impact on the present. This is indicated by the title of the 
American version. Fussell’s Great War and Modern Memory 
is explicitly stated to be the starting point of the process 
that led to the making of the series.[65] One result was that 
military history was given short shrift. In the US version, the 
episode on the Somme deals almost entirely with the 
atypical first day of the battle. Correlli Barnett, in a scathing 
review entitled ‘Oh What a Whinging War’ denounced it as 
‘Britannocentric’ and a ‘turkey’, criticising the cultural bias 
of the series, its treatment of military operations and its 
failure to describe the war's ‘political and _ strategic 
dynamics’.[66] The BBC was so dissatisfied that several 
episodes were re-shot for a British audience. A British 
historian on the advisory board, Peter Simkins, helped to 
ensure that these episodes were rather more balanced. In 
that it undoubtedly served to bring the conflict of 1914-18 
to a wider audience in the United States, The Great War and 
the Shaping of the 20 Century was an important series. 


However it reinforced many existing stereotypes rather than 
challenged them. 

The 1996 BBC Timewatch programme on Douglas Haig, 
already been discussed in the introduction, was apparently 
intended in part as to act as something of a counterweight 
to The Great War and the Shaping of the 20°" Century. It was 
a seminal programme, in which for the first time a mass 
audience (3.5 million viewers) was brought face to face with 
revisionist history, and the shock, aS we have seen, was 
considerable.[67] In 1999 this was followed by Western 
Front, a series written and presented by a military historian 
with an engaging screen presence, Professor Richard 
Holmes, whose cautious revisionism does not seem to have 
caused the same degree of outrage than the more 
confrontational, and much shorter, Timewatch.[68] 

The eleventh of November 1998 marked the eightieth 
anniversary of the end of the fighting on the Western Front. 
Earlier that year, in July, the distinguished historian 
Professor Sir Michael Howard wrote to The Times suggesting 
that in view of the approach of the eightieth anniversary of 
the beginning of the ‘Hundred Days’ of Allied victories that 
ended the war, the media should devote as much attention 
as it had done to the eightieth anniversary of the first day of 
the Battle of the Somme of two years earlier. Needless to 
say, that did not happen. Instead, a middlebrow tabloid 
newspaper, the Daily Express, devoted its front page to the 
suggestion that the statue of Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig 
in Whitehall represented an insult to the memory of those 
who died through his ineptitude, and should be torn down 
from its plinth.[69] 

Thus, at the end of the twentieth century, Britons almost 
unanimously regarded the First World War as a disaster, the 
significance of the war and the victories that won it all but 
forgotten. In the United States the war has largely dropped 


from public memory altogether. This book is intended to 
address these cases of historical amnesia. 


Chapter 2: A War Fought about Nothing? - The 
Origins of the First World War 


The Treaty of Versailles was signed on 28 June 1919. The 
signature of this document marked the formal end of the 
First World War.[7ZQ] In his diary, a British diplomat recorded 
the scene in the Hall of Mirrors, the very room where the 
King of Prussia was proclaimed as German Emperor in 1871. 
Clemenceau, the French Prime Minister, ordered the German 
delegates to be brought in: ‘They do not appear as 
representatives of a brutal militarism. The one is thin and 
pink-eyelidded: the second fiddle in a Brunswick orchestra. 
The other is moon-faced and suffering ... They sign ... We 
kept our seats while the Germans were conducted like 
prisoners from the dock, their eyes still fixed upon some 
distant point of the horizon.’[71] 

When the draft treaty had been presented to the German 
cabinet in May, its terms had caused outrage. The 
Chancellor, Philipp Scheidemann, had resigned rather than 
Sign it. The bitterest pill of all was Article 231 of the treaty. It 
read: ‘Allied and Associated Governments affirm and 
Germany accepts the responsibility of Germany and her 
allies for causing all the damage to which the allied and 
Associated Governments and their nationals have been 
subjected as a consequence of the war imposed upon them 
by the aggression of Germany and her allies.’[72] 

This ‘war guilt clause’ came to symbolise to Germans all 
that they believed was unfair about the ‘Diktat’ of Versailles. 
In the 1930s, many Britons and Americans including the 
wartime prime minister, David Lloyd George, came to share 
the German viewpoint[73] and today it is popularly believed 
that that Versailles made Hitler and the Second World War 


inevitable. Our examination of the justice of the charges in 
Article 231 begins with the creation of the German Empire. 


Bismarck and the German Question 


The emergence of a united Germany in 1871 was a 
seismic shift in international relations comparable to the end 
of the Cold War 120 years later. Germany emerged as the 
most powerful state in Europe, pushing France and Austria 
to one side. Under the political leadership of the Chancellor, 
Otto von Bismarck and the military leadership of Helmuth 
von Moltke the Elder, between 1864 and 1871 the 
heterogeneous’ collection of states that comprised 
‘Germany’ was united under the Prussian crown. In the 
process Bismarck disposed of Prussia’s rival for the 
leadership of Germany, when in 1866 Austria was defeated 
in a brief but decisive war. Four years later Prussia went to 
war with and defeated France, the major military power of 
the time, and the Prussian King became Ka/ser (Emperor) of 
Germany. That Bismarck had achieved his goal was 
remarkable enough. Perhaps just as extraordinary was that 
having destroyed the existing international system, 
Bismarck was instrumental in creating and sustaining a new 
one. The position of Germany in the European balance was 
the cause of two world wars in the twentieth century and 
could easily have sparked a third. However under Bismarck 
Germany was a power essentially satisfied with the status 
quo.[74] 

Through deft diplomatic footwork, Bismarck established a 
series of alliances that safeguarded Germany’s position. 
Thanks in no small measure to the moderate peace of 1866, 
by 1879 Austria-Hungary was sufficiently conciliated to sign 
an alliance with Berlin. Bismarck recognised that the two 
greatest threats to German security were Russia and France; 
the French were never reconciled to Germany’s seizure of 
the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine in 1871. By treaties 
with both Austria-Hungary and Russia, Bismarck sought to 
prevent Paris from finding an ally who might aid the French 


in a war of revenge. Britain, eagle-eyed for powers that 
threatened to upset the European equilibrium, generally 
regarded Germany as a Satisfied state and was thus 
prepared to side with her on various issues. Britain was far 
more concerned about France and Russia, rival imperial 
powers.[75] 

Bismarck’s European system had been existence for less 
than twenty years when a series of events occurred that 
would eventually lead to its collapse. The old Kaiser died in 
1888 at the age of 91. His pro-British heir died after only 
three months on the throne, and was succeeded by his 
grandson, Wilhelm Il, who proceeded to pension off 
Bismarck in 1890. With both Kaiser and Chancellor new in 
post, German policy took a new path. 

Kaiser Wilhelm Il was physically damaged at birth and 
may also have suffered brain damage. Certainly, some of his 
contemporaries doubted his sanity; in 1891 Lord Salisbury, 
the British Prime Minister, in a fine piece of understatement, 
wondered whether Wilhelm was ‘all there’. Wilhelm never 
matured, loved dressing up in uniforms, and may have been 
a repressed homosexual. His character had an unpleasant 
streak that revealed itself in his love of jokes that humiliated 
and caused pain to others. As we Shall see, the Kaiser’s 
erratic behaviour was to have a destabilising effect on 
European security. 

A Clash of Ideologies? 

The war was perceived, and was presented during the 
conflict, as a struggle of liberty against authoritarianism. 
But some historians have disputed the idea that in 1914 
Britain was substantially more democratic than Germany. If 
they are correct, the case that Britain had to respond to 
German aggression in 1914 is substantially undermined. 
Avner Offner, for instance, has argued that ‘British and 
German societies differed in detail, not in substance, and 
the details were too minor to justify unlimited human 
sacrifice.’[76] 


Edwardian Britain has been described as ‘An Imperial 
Democracy’ and this phrase nicely captures some of the 
ambiguities inherent in the political system.[77] Substantial 
portions of the population did not have the vote, and 
political leaders were overwhelmingly drawn from a small 
social elite. AS one Edwardian expressed it, Britain enjoyed 
‘government of the people, for the people, by the best of 
the people.’[78] Edwardian Britain might have been an 
imperfect democracy, but it was a democracy nonetheless. 
Governments did not have untrammelled power, being 
answerable to parliament. Elections were held regularly and 
were, on the whole, free and fair. The armed forces were 
firmly under the control of the politicians, and foreign policy 
was also subject to the disciplines of parliamentary and 
cabinet government Perhaps more important than the 
precise details of the Edwardian electorate was Britain’s 
espousal of liberal values such as respect for the rule of law, 
freedom of speech and of association, and the emphasis 
placed on individual liberty. While democracy was not 
available to the non-white subjects of Britain’s vast empire, 
liberal values to some extent underpinned the way in which 
the colonies were governed. At home, free market 
capitalism went hand-in hand with liberal democracy, which 
contributed to the fact that Britain in 1914 was a country of 
vast inequalities, of extremes of wealth and poverty. 
Paradoxically, Imperial Germany, which was much less 
democratic than Britain, had a much superior welfare 
system. 

The state Bismarck created in 1871 was a mixture of 
ancient and modern.[79] It was a monarchy, closer in spirit 
to the autocratic Russian than to the constitutional British 
model, but it also had some of the trappings of a 
parliamentary and even democratic state. The Kaiser 
remained King of Prussia, but other states within the empire 
such as Bavaria retained their monarchs and governmental 
organisations. On the surface, the Reichstag appeared to 


compare favourably with the House of Commons as a 
democratic institution. It ‘was elected by the most 
progressive franchise in Europe: universal, secret, equal, 
direct manhood suffrage’. This enfranchisement of the 
working classes produced a large number of leftwing Social 
Democrat deputies, to the alarm of the Imperial authorities. 
But in reality, the Reichstag’s powers were few. It could 
reject money bills but could not initiate legislation.[80] 
Although in some respects the Reichstag’s influence grew 
during the new century it ‘remained ultimately impotent’. 
[81] While his relative the British monarch, there were few 
effective checks on the power of the Kaiser. The Kaiser and 
his court remained at the centre of German political life. He 
was not an autocrat in its most literal sense, but certainly 
exercised a great deal of influence and real power. He was 
commander in chief of the armed forces, and could hire and 
fire the Chancellor, the rough equivalent to the British Prime 
Minister. The Chancellor himself was not answerable to the 
Reichstag. Neither were the German equivalent of 
‘ministers’, who were actually state secretaries working 
within the Chancellor’s department. 

Under Wilhelm Il, the weaknesses in the German political 
system became more pronounced. The atmosphere around 
the court - of flattery, favourites and seeking to catch the 
‘All Highest’s’ eye - would have been familiar to a courtier of 
a Tudor monarch. Wilhelm appointed officials to do his 
bidding and could and did dismiss them. There was no Reich 
Cabinet in which foreign policy could be debated. This had 
disastrous results in the face of a diplomatic service 
characterised by ‘obsequiousness’ towards the Kaiser. In 
short, the Second Reich was a monarchy, ‘on which the very 
highest officials of the Reich and state bureaucracy (as well 
as the leaders of the army and the navy) were 
psychologically and politically dependent.’[82] 

Some historians have argued that Germany pursued a 
‘special path’, a Sonderweg, instead of developing on the 


Same lines as other ‘normal’ western industrialised states 
such as France, Britain and the United States.[83] It is not 
necessary to accept the full implications of this theory to 
recognise that the German political system was different 
that of its Western neighbours, and that this difference did 
matter. John Rohl, one of the leading historians of Wilhelm 
and his court, has painted the dreadful consequences of 
Germany’s archaic political system. Germany’s decision to 
go to war was taken by a small clique with disregard for the 
consequences of such an awesome step: ‘a constitutional 
monarchy with a_ collective cabinet responsible to 
parliament and the public would not have acted in such 
isolation and ignorance and, for this reason alone, would 
have decided differently.’[84] 

The Kaiser’s Foreign Policy 

Historians have at various times fixed the blame for 
‘causing’ the First World War on a variety of states and 
factors.[85] A by no means complete shortlist would include 
Austria-Hungary, Germany, Russia, militarism, economic 
rivalry, colonial rivalry, naval rivalry, social-Darwinism, 
nationalism, capitalism, the development of rival alliances, 
railway time tables, inflexible military plans, the balance of 
power, the decline of the Ottoman Empire, and the ‘short 
war illusion’. The truth is that there is no simple answer to 
the question ‘what caused the First World War?’ All of these 
factors, and others, need to be considered for a balanced 
judgement. However, German foreign and military policy 
from the mid-1890s onwards runs like a thread through any 
account of the origins of the Great War. 

The first indication that German foreign policy was going 
to be different in the post-Bismarck era came when Wilhelm 
declined to renew the three year ‘Reinsurance Treaty’ that 
Bismarck had signed in 1887 with Russia. This was a secret 
deal negotiated as a back-up to the 1879 ‘Dual Alliance’ 
with Austria-Hungary. The motives for this decision are 
complex, and involved a decisive tilt towards Austria- 


Hungary. The end result was increased Russian suspicion of 
Germany. In 1892-94 Russia concluded an alliance with 
France. The very thing that Bismarck had striven to avoid 
had come about within three years of his dismissal: 
Germany, situated squarely in the heart of Europe, now had 
a potentially hostile alliance on both her western and 
eastern frontiers. 

Over the next two decades the German strategic position 
was to worsen, thanks largely to the Wilhelmine ‘New 
Course’ in foreign policy. At the centre was a bid for what 
Chancellor Bulow described in 1897 as Weltpolitik (world 
policy). This was an attempt to gain colonies, to expand 
German power and economic influence. The spread of 
German economic interests in the Balkans and Turkey, and 
Support for Austria-Hungary, a Balkan rival, further 
entrenched Russia’s suspicion and fear of Berlin. In one 
respect, this might have played to Germany’s advantage. In 
the 1890s Wilhelm believed that an alliance with Britain was 
achievable, if only on the basis of ‘my enemy’s enemy is my 
friend’, given British fears of Russian expansionism in Asia. 

Britain’s refusal, for the moment, to abandon Splendid 
Isolation was a factor in the ambitious German naval plans 
unveiled in 1898. The architect of the new German fleet was 
Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz.[86] As Tirpitz assured Wilhelm, a 
sufficiently powerful navy would bring about a situation in 
which ‘England will have lost every inclination to attack us 
and as a result concede to Your Majesty such a measure of 
naval mastery and enable Your Majesty to carry out a great 
overseas policy’.[87] The Royal Navy would be haunted by 
the prospect that even a victory over Tirpitz’s newly 
powerful navy would be a Pyrrhic one, as a loss of ships 
could weaken it sufficiently to leave Britain in a poor 
position to face a challenge from French and Russian naval 
power. A powerful navy would give Germany leverage to get 
Britain to abandon its non-aligned stance. It is possible that 
Tirpitz really believed that Germany could take on Britain in 


a naval arms race, and actually win it, at least to the extent 
that the German navy could concentrate its warships in the 
North Sea. The Royal Navy, with its global responsibilities 
and fear of French and Russian threats to the empire, would 
have to spread its assets thinly. Like the leaders of the 
German army, Tirpitz became obsessed with the idea of the 
single, decisive battle. The Royal Navy, its strength worn 
down by guerrilla action from mines and torpedoes, would 
be destroyed in a climatic contest. The British Empire would 
then be there for the taking. 

Such a strategy rested on the least stable of foundations: 
wishful thinking. Tirpitz and Wilhelm assumed that the 
British would do nothing during the period when this new 
German navy was being built, that they would just sit back 
and watch their margin of superiority be whittled away. As 
the building programme began, British suspicions of 
Germany increased. The German foreign office was 
Supposed to ensure that relations between London and 
Berlin remained harmonious, but their job was complicated 
by the Kaiser’s habit of shooting from the mouth, which 
helped create a climate of fear and distrust. In an interview 
to the Daily Telegraph, for instance, Wilhelm declared that 
while he was pro-British, the same could not be said of the 
rest of his fellow Germans. 

Even as German naval power increased, Britain did not 
seriously contemplate a preventive war, despite the fears of 
some leading Germans. Instead, she managed something 
that Tirpitz assumed was impossible and _ reached 
agreements with her colonial rivals, France and Russia in 
1904 and 1907 respectively. This allowed the Royal Navy to 
concentrate the bulk of her fleet in the North Sea, 
something else that Tirpitz had discounted as a possibility. 
The final flaw in Tirpitz’s strategy was its reliance on the 
British coming out to fight. In early 1914, a senior German 
naval officer asked Tirpitz a simple question: ‘What will you 
do if they do not come?’ Tirpitz had no answer.[88] This 


policy backfired spectacularly. It led directly to the growth of 
antipathy between Britain and Germany, and was among 
the worst of a long list of foreign policy errors committed by 
Wilhelm’s government. Some scholars have argued that the 
German navy was a symbol behind which a deeply divided 
society could unite.[89] If so, it failed, instead exacerbating 
the fault-lines in German society as the true cost became 
apparent.[90] 

Judged by the standards of the era, Germany’s Weltpolitik 
seems less unreasonable. Germany, after all, was only 
seeking to do what Britain had done in previous years, and 
the USA and Japan were doing at exactly that time. Whether 
Germany’s bid for world power was wise was a different 
matter. Germany’s economic and political advances to the 
east of her borders clashed directly with Russia’s interests. 
France, still bitter over the loss of her provinces in 1871, 
remained unreconciled to German power. Worse still was the 
souring of relations with Britain. Although economic rivalry 
with Britain was bound to cause tensions, this need not 
have led to hostility, let alone war. Britain, after all, resigned 
itself to being surpassed in economic terms by the United 
States while simultaneously improving relations’ with 
Washington at the very time Weltpolitik was getting 
underway. As late as 1901 Britain had been considering an 
alliance with Germany, while the idea of an entente with 
France and Russia had appeared remote. 

Several factors drove Britain and Germany into conflict. 
[91] The first was proximity. Unlike the USA, Germany was a 
near neighbour of the British. Moreover, unlike the American 
navy, the German fleet posed an obvious threat to the 
fundamental security of the British Isles and the sea lines of 
communication with the Empire. Britain took a conscious 
decision not to enter a naval arms race with the USA. The 
US Navy was not directed at Britain, while the German fleet 
self-evidently was. The second was that geography placed 
the Royal Navy’s bases squarely across the routes that 


German ships would need to take to gain access to the 
Atlantic Ocean. To fulfil its We/tpolitik, Germany needed to 
remove the Royal Navy from these areas, either by 
agreement or conflict. Whatever Tirpitz may have imagined, 
wielding a fleet like a club in a crude attempt to intimidate 
the British was never likely to succeed. 

Was it the case, as a British journal stated in 1911, that 
‘There is an inevitable conflict of ideals between Germany 
and Great Britain, between the satisfied nation and the 
unsatisfied nation, between the nation which desires to 
maintain the status quo and the nation that desires to alter 
it’?[92] The British could have perhaps have been more 
generous in its response to the emergence of German 
power. The Germans could certainly have been a less 
confrontational. A conciliatory policy towards Britain that 
served to sugar the pill of the economic challenge might 
have kept rivalry within bounds. An Anglo-German clash was 
not preordained; but a German decision to launch a naval 
arms race was the one thing most likely to bring one about. 

There is, also, a darker interpretation of We/tpolitik. In the 
aftermath of the Second World War, democratic West 
Germany was readmitted to the family of western states. 
West German historians were understandably anxious to 
stress the discontinuities of German history, to argue that 
Hitler and the Nazis had been a uniquely evil phenomenon. 
It is easy to understand the fury that exploded in the 1960s 
when the Hamburg historian Fritz Fischer published books 
arguing that Germany deliberately planned and executed a 
war of aggression in 1914. Perhaps worse, Fischer drew 
attention to the similarities between the German war aims 
under the Kaiser and those of the Third Reich. Fischer’s 
writings caused more than a spat between historians; they 
were of national consequence. By implying continuities 
between some aspects of the policy of Wilhelmine and Nazi 
Germany, he caused Germans to question the comfortable 
notion that Nazism had been an aberration. Forty years 


later, Fischer’s thesis is still at the centre of the debate of 
the origins of the First World War. His ideas have been 
vigorously rebutted, but never debunked. 

One factor common to both Imperial and Nazi Germany 
was militarism, here defined as both ‘a veneration of 
military values and appearances in excess of what is strictly 
necessary for effective defence’[93] and as a situation 
where the armed forces have a strong degree of political 
influence and even power within the state. Eighteenth- 
century Prussia was famously described as an army with a 
state, rather than a state with an army, and Wilhelmine 
Germany inherited some of the characteristics of its 
ancestor. The peculiar constitutional arrangements meant 
that the army was effectively outside civilian control, with 
senior officers being responsible directly to the Kaiser, who 
had his own military cabinet. This gave them considerable 
political influence that they did not hesitate to use, even on 
Subjects outside the military sphere. In turn, the German 
military and political leadership viewed the army as an 
instrument of social control. The deference given to the 
military by civil society was highlighted in a _ ludicrous 
fashion in 1906, when a cobbler masquerading as an officer 
succeeded in arresting the mayor of a town and stealing 
some money. Dazzled by the uniform, no one thought to 
question his actions. A rather less amusing example of the 
power of the military came in 1913 when in the ‘Zabern 
case’ soldiers mistreated civilians in a town in Alsace. This 
affair brought out the extent to which the army, supported 
by senior figures, including the War Minister and the Crown 
Prince, was immune from political control. Militarism was by 
no means a purely German phenomenon. It was rife in 
Europe in the decade before the outbreak of war, but in 
Germany it was particularly virulent.[94] 

The German army’s planning for war was also ‘militarist’ 
in the sense that it stressed purely the military and 
organisational aspects at the expense of the political. By 


1905 the Schlieffen Plan had been devised by the 
eponymous general and it was modified by his successor 
and Chief of the German General Staff, the younger Moltke. 
A response to the reality of strategic encirclement, it called 
for a swift knockout blow against France, followed by a rapid 
redeployment via strategic railways to face the Russian 
‘steamroller’ advancing from the east.[95] This plan was to 
be launched no matter the actual form of the crisis. The 
Schlieffen Plan has been criticised for its rigidity, logistic 
weaknesses, and over-optimistic assumptions about what 
could be achieved. Perhaps the most serious weakness of 
the plan was that the invasion of Belgium was likely to bring 
Britain into the war. Schlieffen was certainly aware of this 
possibility, but he and his successor underestimated its 
importance. If the Schlieffen Plan had worked and France 
and Russia had been defeated in short order, the ability of 
Britain to tip the balance in a protracted war of attrition 
would have been immaterial. Small wonder that historians 
have caught their breath at the sheer irresponsible scale of 
the gamble that the Schlieffen Plan represented.[96] The 
position of the army in Imperial Germany was such that 
politicians deferred to it, but in this case it was not simply a 
matter of abdication of political responsibility. In fact civilian 
leaders ‘knew and approved of the Schlieffen Plan and of its 
political implications’.[97] 

A Deliberate Plan for War? 

On 8 December 1912 Kaiser Wilhelm summoned a 
meeting of some of his senior military advisers, including 
Tirpitz and General von Moltke. This meeting occupies a 
central place in the debate over the origins of the Great 
War. The ‘Fischer school’ of historians have interpreted this 
meeting as a ‘War Council’ at which the German elite took a 
deliberate decision for war in about eighteen months hence 
- when in fact, war did break out.[98] Others have seen this 
meeting in less apocalyptic terms.[99] The jury is out over 
the real meaning of the ‘War Council’. One problem is that 


the timings and circumstances for war sketched out by the 
Kaiser and Moltke in December 1912 coincide too closely 
with what actually happened in the summer of 1914 - real 
life is not usually like that like that. The idea of calculated 
planning for war goes against the long-established view that 
the outbreak of the war was accidental, or at worst the 
result of calculated risks going wrong. Yet the contrary case 
cannot lightly be discounted. There is other evidence of the 
Kaiser’s bellicose state of mind in December 1912, his 
desire for Germany to achieve ‘absolute hegemony’. At the 
very least, the meeting reveals that the eccentric and quite 
possibly deranged Kaiser was not alone among the highest 
levels of the German military elite in being willing to 
contemplate aggressive war. Many of the same men were 
still in place in July 1914.[100] 

In the last decade or so, the role of Austria-Hungary in 
bringing about the war has once again been emphasised by 
historians. One of the few questions on which historians of 
the origins of the war are agreed is that the assassination of 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Dual Monarchy, on 28 
June 1914, acted as a catalyst for the war. When he was 
fatally shot in Sarajevo, capital of Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
which had only been formally annexed by Austria-Hungary 
in 1908, the finger of suspicion pointed at Serbia. Vienna felt 
that Serbia’s challenge could not go unanswered if the 
ramshackle multi-ethnic empire, which included many Slavs, 
was to hold together. It was a matter, they believed, of the 
empire’s credibility. The ‘hawks’ in Vienna - including 
General Franz Conrad von Hotzendorf, the Chief of Staff of 
the army and Count Berchtold, the foreign minister - 
eventually won the day. Fully understanding the possible 
repercussions, that Russia might react and thus bring about 
a much larger conflict, the Austrian leadership launched a 
local war against Serbia on 28 July.[101] 

But without German approval, the Austrians are highly 
unlikely to have acted as they did. On 5-6 July Berlin had 


issued the so-called ‘blank cheque’, giving the Austrians the 
promise of unconditional support in a showdown with 
Serbia. Why the Germans took this step is crucial to an 
understanding of the events that led to general war in 
Europe. 

The stakes were high. Germany, by supporting Austria- 
Hungary against Serbia, might drive a wedge between the 
Entente partners. Before, in the Bosnian crisis of 1908-9 and 
in the Balkan Wars of 1912-13, Britain and France had been 
very reluctant to support Russia in the Balkans. This might 
happen again. On 8 July 1914, Kurt Riezler, the Chancellor’s 
secretary, recorded in his diary that ‘if war does not come, if 
the Tsar does not want it or if an alarmed France advises 
peace, then we still have the prospect of manoeuvring the 
Entente apart over this move’.[102] If this happened, and in 
July 1914 German leaders believed it would, Germany would 
have broken her diplomatic encirclement without war.[103] 
But German leaders were fully prepared to risk war to 
achieve their objectives - the war they anticipated, of 
course being short and victorious. 

One view sees Germany’s willingness to contemplate war 
as an ‘escape forward’, a way out of the domestic crisis: 
many a beleaguered regime has begun a foreign war to 
unite the nation behind the government.[104] An Argentine 
junta was to attempt something similar with its invasion of 
the Falkland Islands in 1982. Another view is that We/tpolitik 
had effectively painted Germany into a corner by July 1914. 
The Triple Entente of France, Russia and Britain had 
encircled Germany. Relations with Russia were poor. A 
decade after their defeat by the Japanese the Russians were 
busily rebuilding their armed forces, a process that would be 
complete by about 1916-17. At the War Council in 1912 
Moltke clearly had this in mind when arguing for war. 
Moreover, Britain’s naval discussions with Russia in the 
summer of 1914 had exercised the mind of Bethmann 
Hollweg, the German Chancellor since 1909, and his 


colleagues.[105] If Germany did not strike soon, the 
argument went, her international position would deteriorate 
further. Better war in 1914 than several years down the line 
under worse conditions. Germany’s decision for war was 
thus, in this view, basically defensive. 

These explanations for German bellicosity are not 
mutually exclusive. That domestic factors played a part is 
shown by the eagerness with which the German leadership 
pinned the blame on Russia, which did help to unite the 
German people, including the Social Democrats, behind a 
‘defensive’ war. Yet the state of domestic turmoil in 1914 
should not be exaggerated. Neither should German fears 
about its future strategic situation. They existed, although 
they were probably exaggerated by the military to gain 
political capital. 

In May 1914, even before the assassinations at Sarajevo, 
but almost exactly eighteen months after the December 
1912 War Council, Moltke called again for a ‘preventative 
war’. Whatever his attitude a year and a half earlier, in July 
1914 the Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg took a more 
hawkish position, being at least ready to run the risk of 
conflict. In fact, there is strong evidence that the German 
leadership was prepared to go much further. A senior 
Austrian Foreign Office official, visiting Berlin in July 1914, 
discovered that Germany planned ‘to fight an imperialist 
war of conquest against the Western Powers via us and 
Serbia.’ The attitudes of many senior figures including the 
Kaiser, Moltke, Jagow (the foreign secretary), the Crown 
Prince and Bethmann Hollweg support this contention. 
Certainly the Chancellor was no pawn, carried into war 
against his wishes by the generals, but, in his secretary’s 
words, he ‘calculated the risk very carefully’.[106] 

Germany thus needed Austria-Hungary to take strong 
action against Serbia; indeed, German policy would have 
been in severe difficulties if they had not. Fortunately for the 
German plan, the terms of the ultimatum delivered to 


Belgrade on 23 July were so severe that they could only 
have been intended to cause the Serbs to reject them and 
thus bring about a pretext for war. The Serbs capitulated, 
which was not in the German script, but on 28 July the 
Austrians declared war anyway. The Russians had begun to 
carry out partial mobilisation of their forces on 24-25 July. In 
contrast to the actions of Germany and Austria-Hungary, 
this was essentially a defensive move, but it gave the 
Germans a pretext to get further involved. As the initial 
Russian show of strength had not caused Austria to back 
down, on 30 July the Czar ordered full mobilisation. This was 
a propaganda gift to the Germans, who mobilised on the 
following day and declared war on Russia on 1 August. 

General war was not inevitable in July-August 1914, in the 
sense that Germany and Austria, having embarked upon 
their high-risk strategy, might have got their way without 
fighting. The system of treaties has often been blamed for 
automatically dragging Europe into war, but this is to 
misunderstand the reality of 1914. Italy reneged on her 
treaty with Germany and Austria-Hungary, and remained 
neutral, only to join the war on the side of the Entente 
powers in 1915. The French might have similarly failed to 
honour their commitment to Russia, although France would 
probably have been invaded anyway, courtesy of the 
Schlieffen Plan. In the event, the French decided that the 
threat to Russia was so serious that France had no choice 
but to back her. To do otherwise would have been to stand 
by and watch the almost certain humiliation of her ally. This 
might well have broken the alliance and even led to Russia 
aligning herself with Germany, a foreign policy disaster of 
the first magnitude for France. Thus it was not solely to 
honour the Franco-Russian alliance that France went to war, 
but because it was not willing ‘to live again in the shadow of 
an almighty Germany’[107] 

Aided and abetted by Austria-Hungary, Germany’s 
behaviour in July 1914 was the most important single factor 


in bringing about the First World War. The German 
leadership wanted hegemony in Europe and was prepared 
to go to war to achieve it. Article 231 of the Treaty of 
Versailles, the ‘war guilt clause’, which declared that the 
Great War was ‘imposed upon’ the Allies ‘by the aggression 
of Germany and her allies’ was, therefore, fundamentally 
correct. 

Was it a Mistake for Britain to Enter the War? 

Britain’s casus belli in 1914 was the fate of Belgium. 
Concern over the fate of the Low Countries was nothing 
new. In the early 1580s the England of Queen Elizabeth | 
was faced with a threat that was to become all too familiar 
over the next 400 years. The most powerful state in Europe, 
Philip Il’s Spain, was seeking to dominate the continent by 
force of arms. InN a memorandum the Queen’s principal 
minister, Lord Burghley, emphasised the importance of 
preventing Spain from ‘overthrow[ing] the Low Countries, 
which hitherto have been as a counterscarp to your 
Majesty’s kingdom’.[108] A counterscarp was literally an 
outer part of the defences of a fortress. Burghley’s insight, 
that denying modern-day Netherlands and Belgium to a 
hostile power was essential to English security, remains 
valid to the present day. 

As a group of islands, historically Great Britain has been 
invulnerable to attack as long as her navy has been 
powerful enough to prevent an enemy from conveying an 
invading army across the English Channel or North Sea. If 
however a would-be invader could weaken, or even destroy, 
the power of the Royal Navy, Britain’s security would vanish 
in an instant. This is what Winston Churchill meant when he 
described Admiral Jellicoe, the commander of the Grand 
Fleet at the Battle of Jutland in May 1916 as ‘the only man 
on either side who could lose the war in an afternoon’.[109] 
Possession of the Low Countries handed an enemy a 
powerful weapon against the Royal Navy and the seaborne 
trade on which Britain’s prosperity depended by opening up 


another front and giving a rival navy facilities in continental 
Channel ports. ‘Keep your attention upon Antwerp’ British 
Foreign Secretary Lord Castlereagh urged an assistant in 
1813: ‘The destruction of its arsenal is essential to our 
safety. To leave it in the hands of France is little short of 
imposing upon Great Britain the charge of a perpetual war 
establishment.’[110] For the word ‘France’, one could 
substitute that of any other hostile power over the last four 
centuries: British security interests have remained 
essentially the same. 

‘He that commands the sea is at great liberty, and may 
take as much and as little of the war as he will’. This 
seductive view was penned by the philosopher Francis 
Bacon (1561-1626) and has influenced many strategists 
since.[L11] Back in the 1580s Elizabeth | demolished the 
strategic logic behind this way of thinking with her remark 
that ‘If the nation of Spain should make a conquest of those 
[Low] Countries... in that danger ourself, our countries and 
people might shortly be’.[112] In short, England had to 
prevent an enemy gaining possession of the Low Countries. 
With the outer ramparts in the enemy’s possession, fortress 
England would become much more difficult to defend, as 
was to be frequently demonstrated over the next four 
centuries. Successive governments shared Elizabeth and 
Burghley’s view of British security interests. A search for 
security led Britain to go to war over the Low Countries in 
1793, to guarantee Belgian neutrality by a treaty of 1839, 
and to go to war in defence of that treaty in 1914, to fight to 
defend Belgium in 1940, and include the Benelux states ina 
system of defensive alliances during the Cold War. 

Belgium has been cursed by a geo-strategic position that 
has ensured that it has been sucked into many wars, 
willingly or not. A meeting of the British Committee of 
Imperial Defence (CID) in 1912 concluded that Belgian and 
Dutch neutrality in a future war would hinder a British 
blockade of Germany. Therefore the Royal Navy considered 


blockade operations against the Low Countries. This would 
have involved a clear breach of the non-aligned status of 
the Belgians and Dutch, and would certainly have 
undermined Britain’s ‘moral superiority’ in claiming to go to 
war for ‘Belgian neutrality’ in 1914.[113]. Winston Churchill 
was faced with a not dissimilar situation in December 1939 
over whether to lay mines in the territorial waters of neutral 
Norway. He robustly advocated such a course on the 
grounds that Britain was at war ‘to re-establish the reign of 
law and to protect the liberties of small countries. Our 
defeat ... would be fatal, not only to ourselves, but to the 
independent of life of every small country in Europe ... Small 
nations must not tie our hands when we are fighting for 
their rights and freedom ...’ Churchill argued, not so much 
that necessity knew no law, but that there was a higher law 
than the strict and selfish observance of neutrality by small 
nations. [114] Underpinning Churchill’s argument was the 
whole question of intent. The Western powers in both world 
wars were faced by the dilemma that in order to survive 
they needed to adopt some of the ruthless measures used 
by their ideological foes. Before the Great War, the Low 
Countries represented an even more fundamental British 
interest than did Norway in 1939. 


The Balance of Power 


The concept of the Balance of Power lay at the heart of 
British foreign policy. This has meant different things at 
different times to different people, but a classic statement 
of one of the principles underlying it was made by the 
Victorian statesman Lord Palmerston to Parliament in 1848: 
‘It is a narrow policy to suppose that this country or that is 
marked out as the eternal ally or the perpetual enemy of 
England. We have no eternal allies, and we have no 
perpetual enemies. Our interests are eternal and 
perpetual.’[115] 

Essentially, Britain’s ‘eternal and perpetual’ interests have 
lain in preventing any one state from becoming too 
powerful, especially if that state has sought to flex its 
muscles by way of military conquest in Western Europe. 
Palmerston once commented privately that Britain acted as 
‘impartial mediators’ between France and the eastern 
Powers: ‘...aS long as both parties remain quiet, we shall be 
friends with both; but...whichever side breaks the peace, 
that side will find us against them’.[116] If one state should 
succeed in dominating Europe, Britain’s economic interests 
would be threatened. On some occasions, Britain has been 
faced by the unwelcome prospect of the triumph of an 
ideological enemy. Above all, if a hostile power did succeed 
in achieving a dominating position in Europe, with no 
powerful continental allies Britain would be very vulnerable 
to attack - particularly with major ports in enemy hands. 
Given Britain’s strategic weaknesses and strengths, she has 
almost invariably fought as part of a coalition with other 
threatened powers. 

Over the years Britain’s allies and enemies have been 
interchangeable. When Spain was the threat, Elizabeth | 
Supported France. A century later, Louis XIV of France 
sought to gain hegemony and Britain allied with Austria and 


a host of smaller states to resist him. From 1792 to 1815, 
with one brief break, Britain fought Revolutionary and 
Napoleonic France in a series of coalitions with at various 
times Russia, Prussia, Spain and Austria. In the twentieth 
century France and Russia became allies against Germany, 
and for forty years West Germany became an ally against 
the USSR. Since 1688 there has been only one major war, 
the American War of Independence or Revolutionary War 
(1776-83), in which Britain has faced a hostile Europe 
without a major ally. It is no coincidence that this was the 
only one in which the British were defeated. 

Britain and the End of Splendid Isolation 

Amidst the military parades and self-congratulation that 
surrounded Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee in 1897, 
Rudyard Kipling struck a discordant note. His poem, 
‘Recessional’, warned against smugness and complacency. 
Britain might have ‘Dominion over palm and pine’ but ‘Far- 
called, our navies melt away/On dune and headland sinks 
the fire/Lo, all our pomp of Yesterday/Is one with Nineveh 
and Tyre!’[117] Kipling’s gloom was shared by a number of 
Britain’s elite at the end of the nineteenth century. Britain’s 
position in the world no longer looked as secure as twenty 
or thirty years earlier. The United States and Germany were 
challenging British economic dominance. The rise of new 
powers, Germany, the USA and Japan, threatened to 
overturn the international status quo in which Britain had 
the pre-eminent position. Britain, in the arch-Imperialist 
Joseph Chamberlain’s striking phrase, was a ‘weary titan’, 
bowed down under the vast burden of responsibilities.[118] 
This sense of weakness led to the gradual reshaping of 
British foreign policy and strategy. 

Things changed first in North America. By the turn of the 
century Britain had recognised the growing strength of the 
USA and in 1901 she abandoned the attempt to compete 
with the US as a naval power. Anglo-American relations were 
good, which was just as well because Britain tacitly 


admitted that Canada was indefensible. An alliance with 
Japan in 1902 came next. This was the first substantial 
breach of ‘Splendid Isolation’, the policy of holding aloof 
from alliances. By doing so Britain relieved the pressure in 
the Far East. 

Far more dramatic was the rapprochement with the 
French. This brought together two long-standing colonial 
rivals who had come close to war as recently as 1898, but 
whose fears about the changes in the international scene 
proved stronger than their mutual antipathies. The 
accumulated historical baggage of hundreds of years, of 
battles fought and won and struggles for empire, could not 
be simply forgotten overnight, and was to re-emerge with a 
vengeance in 1940. Yet the two states had much in 
common. When President Poincaré proclaimed that Britain 
and France were ‘equally attached to peace, equally 
passionately devoted to progress, equally accustomed to 
the ways of liberty’ he was not simply engaging in 
‘platitudes’. Their common liberal democratic heritage was 
important when faced by an autocratic, militaristic enemy. 
France and Britain fought a war of national survival between 
1914 and 1918. Strategic realities mean that Britain would 
have probably fought alongside France whatever the nature 
of the French regime in 1914. Nonetheless, during the First 
World War ‘a sense of common values was a vital cement 
for Anglo-French relations, as well as a first-class theme for 
propaganda to the rest of the world’.[119] 

This is to anticipate events. The 1904 Entente Cordiale 
was not an alliance, still less one aimed at Germany. Rather, 
it involved the settling of colonial disputes between the two 
states, setting the scene for better relations. Ultimately, it 
was German behaviour which drove the two states closer 
together. This process began in 1905, when the Kaiser made 
a typically-ham-fisted intervention in the affairs of Morocco, 
an independent state in which the French had strong 
interests. Britain offered France limited diplomatic support. 


These first, tentative steps towards transforming the 
Entente Cordiale into something more concrete came over 
the Second Moroccan Crisis.[120] On 1 July 1911 the 
German gunboat Panther sailed into Agadir harbour in the 
midst of an international dispute over the imposition of a de 
facto French protectorate over Morocco. War between 
Britain and Germany briefly seemed a possibility. Britain was 
less concerned with the details of colonial arrangements in 
Africa than with fears that Germany was seeking to 
undermine the entente and rearrange the European balance 
of power. British fears were exaggerated, fuelled by 
‘insecurity’[121] The German foreign minister, Kiderlen, had 
intended the dispatch of the Panther to be a bit of 
opportunistic gunboat diplomacy of the most literal kind, to 
secure colonial gains that would have played well with 
opinion at home.[122] Instead, the Agadir crisis resulted in 
Britain swinging more firmly behind France than ever before. 
Germany, and specifically the Kaiser, paid the price of 
frightening the British with his blustering belligerence and 
Tirpitz’s naval programme. 

One major reason why Britain had been able to pursue a 
policy of Splendid Isolation was the absence of a state 
seeking to overturn the balance of power in Europe. With 
the emergence of Germany in this role Britain began, with a 
certain reluctance, to return to her traditional policy of 
constructing coalitions to uphold the status quo. Thanks to 
India, Britain was a Great Power in Asia with a long land 
frontier to defend, and for much of the nineteenth century 
Britain had feared that Russia posed a threat to her Indian 
empire. The defeat of Russia at the hands of Britain’s new 
ally Japan in 1904-05 allowed the British to breath 
somewhat more easily, By concluding the 1907 Anglo- 
Russian agreement (a step even more radical than the 
rapprochement with France) the British could now 
concentrate on the main threat from Germany. In the ten 
years since Kipling wrote ‘Recessional’, Britain, recognising 


her increased weakness, had come to terms with three out 
of four of her potential rivals. France, the United States and 
Russia had challenged British imperial interests. The fourth, 
Germany, imperilled British security in her backyard. There 
was a huge difference between the two categories of threat. 

The Doctrine of the Free Hand 

Despite the new strategic reality, some old habits died 
extremely hard. One that was exceptionally difficult to 
eradicate was the notion that Britain had ‘a free hand’ in 
international relations. One politician defined this in 1896 as 
‘the freedom to act as we choose in any circumstances that 
may arise’.[123] There is little doubt that some British 
leaders continued to believe in this doctrine down to August 
1914, and technically they were correct to do so. The pre- 
war Anglo-French naval and military discussions did not 
commit Britain to going to war in support of France. The 
British made this crystal clear on a number of occasions, 
and the French understood this. General Joffre, the French 
army commander in chief, chose to exclude the British from 
his calculations when drawing up war plans; after all, he 
could not be certain that the British army would show up, 
and if they did, in what strength. In November 1912 Sir 
Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, and Paul Cambon, the 
French Ambassador, carried out an exchange of notes which 
reaffirmed that neither party was committed to supporting 
the other militarily. The only definite commitment was for 
the two sides to consult with each other in time of crisis 
‘whether both Governments should act together to prevent 
aggression and preserve peace, and if so what measures 
they would be prepared to take in common’. This was a 
document sanctioned not just by Grey and_ other 
interventionists, but by the entire Liberal Cabinet, which 
included some members with a heritage of anti-militarism, 
anti-imperialism and suspicion of Great Power politics. 

Thus in theory, Britain was in the happy position of both 
having its cake and eating it: the understanding with France 


gave her a measure of security while leaving the 
government free to decide whether the circumstances of a 
European war really warranted British involvement. In 
reality, though, Britain was becoming _ increasingly 
committed to supporting France, morally if not legally. In July 
1912, the two powers had agreed to an arrangement by 
which the Royal Navy reduced its forces in the 
Mediterranean, while the French navy did the same in the 
Channel. Both navies would thus look after the interests of 
the other. This was a good deal for Britain as it allowed her 
to maintain the strength of the fleet in the North Sea 
without exorbitant cost.[124] Morally, the defence of the 
French Channel coast thus passed to Britain. In the crisis of 
July-August 1914 the inherent contradictions in British policy 
became clear for all to see, weakened Britain’s response, 
caused trouble with France without doing anything to deter 
Germany and brought Asquith’s government to the verge of 
collapse. 

On the outbreak of war the Liberal Cabinet was divided 
over whether German forces passing through a narrow 
corridor of Belgian territory would constitute a casus belli, or 
whether the whole country had to be invaded. Certainly, 
nine years before, the Foreign Office had taken the view 
that the 1839 treaty did not oblige Britain to come to the aid 
of Belgium ‘in any circumstances and at whatever risk’. 
[125] There are several issues here, but Realpolitik was at 
the heart of them. That Foreign Office officials (of any state, 
at any time) might seek to find loopholes in existing 
commitments that might prove inconvenient is_ not 
Surprising. This is particularly true given the British notion of 
the ‘free hand’. Still less surprising was the initial response 
of Asquith’s cabinet, given the type of men of which it was 
composed, and that they had to answer to _ their 
constituencies, both narrowly and broadly defined. Even 
Lloyd George, who was to become an advocate and 
practitioner of total war, had a heritage as a Radical and 


had been a prominent opponent of the Boer War, and had to 
be argued round to supporting British intervention in 1914. 

However, Realpolitik intervened. Asquith set out his 
thinking in a letter to Venetia Stanley, a younger woman 
with whom he was having a (possibly platonic and one- 
sided) affair. Asquith noted that Britain was not formally 
obliged to help Russia and France, and sending the BEF to 
Support the French ‘at this moment is out of the question & 
would serve no object’. On the other hand, Britain had ‘ties’ 
with France born of ‘long standing & intimate friendship’; 
that it was not to the advantage of Britain to see France 
‘wiped out as a Great Power’; that Britain ‘cannot allow 
Germany to use the Channel as a hostile base’; and Britain 
had ‘obligations to Belgium to prevent her being utilised & 
absorbed by Germany’.[126] Asquith thus identified the 
need to maintain the balance of power, a_ moral 
commitment to France and legal obligations to Belgium, and 
a direct threat to British security. Substituting the names of 
the appropriate states, this summary of the situation on 2 
August 1914 would have been instantly recognisable to 
Palmerston, Castlereagh and even Elizabeth I. 

In the end the cabinet did decide for war, with only two 
resignations in protest. Undoubtedly the German attack on 
Belgium simplified matters. Going to war for ‘poor little 
Belgium’, in defence of a treaty, was easier to sell to the 
public than going to war for the sake of the balance of 
power. It was certainly easier to sell than going to war for 
the sake of good relations with Russia, which was also a 
factor.[127]. Entering the war on the side of France and 
Russia was the right decision. If Britain had done otherwise 
it would have turned its back on the strategy that had 
provided security for four centuries, betraying a fellow 
democracy in the process. Russia and France would 
probably have been defeated, leaving Britain ‘deservedly 
friendless’[128] and forced to gamble on the goodwill of an 
ideological enemy with apparently limitless ambitions. For 


the first time in a century, a powerful enemy would have 
been on Britain’s counterscarp. For Britain, the alternatives 
in August 1914 were not war or peace, for peace involves 
more than the mere absence of conflict. If Britain had stood 
aside from the war, her reward would have been massive 
insecurity, and the likelihood of facing a war at a later date, 
without allies, against a Germany with naval bases in the 
Low Countries or even northern France. Taking the long 
view, then, the First World War appears not as an aberration 
in British history but simply as one round in a long struggle 
to prevent one continental state from dominating the rest. 
The German invasion of Belgium made British entry into the 
war virtually inevitable, for Britain was no more willing to 
countenance hostile occupation of the Low Countries in 
1914 than in previous centuries. To fail to stand up to the 
German attack in the west would have been an abdication 
of responsibility that would have courted national disaster. 


Chapter 3: Total War 


To many it is a source of amazement that the First World 
War lasted so long, that the armies of Europe were prepared 
to continue fighting, despite the fact that the Western Front 
had solidified into a bloody deadlock. Why did the states of 
Europe endure such appalling casualties without coming to 
a compromise peace? 

The short answer is that the war went on because the 
peoples of Europe willed it so. In the first years of the war 
the home fronts of all the belligerents provided a steadfast 
level of support for their national governments and armed 
forces. Not until 1917 was there substantial wavering of 
resolve, and even then only Russia was forced out of the 
war. Until 1917, there was little pressure from below for a 
compromise peace. This fact allowed governments on both 
sides to pursue far-reaching war aims that made a 
compromise peace impossible. This was the reality of total 
war, an all-out struggle that involved the mobilisation of 
entire economies and societies. 

The Emergence of Total War, 1914-16 

By 1914 popular nationalism was more than a century old. 
In the last decade of the eighteenth century the modern 
‘Nation in Arms’ was born. The nineteenth-century Prussian 
soldier and military philosopher Karl von Clausewitz 
described the new partnership as a ‘remarkable trinity’: 
alongside the government and the armed forces, the people 
now had a key role to play. Although a creation of the French 
Revolution, conservative governments, using such means as 
education, the press, military service and the popularity of 
monarchs, had very largely tamed popular nationalism and 
diverted it into approved channels. Some states, notably 


Britain and France, had become democracies. Although 
there was widespread apprehension among Europe’s elite 
about how reliable the working classes would prove in time 
of war, truly revolutionary socialism had made little 
headway in western states. In 1914, to the deep 
disappointment of those socialists who believed that a 
concerted series of strikes could prevent Europe going to 
war, the majority of socialists across Europe supported the 
national war effort, although some dissented from this 
consensus. In Britain, opposition was fairly low-key. Ramsay 
Macdonald resigned as the leader of the Labour Party, and 
anti-war groups held meetings - many, like that sponsored 
by the North London Herald League in Finsbury Park, facing 
violent opposition from ‘patriots’ .[129] 

As far back as the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville had 
pointed out that once roused, democracies could fight wars 
with the same fervour as they had formerly clung to peace. 
One of the paradoxes of total war in the twentieth century is 
that, much as de Tocqueville predicted, liberal democratic 
states have had to adopt many of the trappings of 
authoritarian states in order to defend their values against 
ideological enemies.[130] This includes the persecution of 
minorities such as aliens or pacifists believed (rightly or 
otherwise) to pose a threat to effective prosecution of the 
war effort. Campaigns such as that for ‘One Hundred Per 
Cent Americanism’ ‘launched in the USA in 1917-18 
attacked some of the basic freedoms that underpin 
democracy, such as the right of freedom of expression[131], 
and in retrospect the brave individuals who stood out 
against the tide deserve our admiration. 

But they remained a minority. At the beginning of the war, 
the vast bulk of the British population was willing to 
participate in the war, as the figures for enlistment into the 
army indicate. Initially they did so in the belief that the war 
would be short. Lord Kitchener, the Secretary of State for 
War, announced on 7 August that the war would last for 


three years, but neither this, nor the later beginning of the 
trench stalemate, shook popular support for the struggle. 
That the public continued to back the war was vital. A 
democracy cannot fight and win a total war without the 
consent and active involvement of the masses. There were, 
of course, plenty of examples of propaganda and coercion. 
Some British recruiting posters resorted to moral blackmail 
(on one, a child asked her father ‘Daddy, what did YOU do in 
the Great War?’). Some men came under pressure from 
peers or employers to enlist. A number of tram workers of 
military age were sacked by the London County Council 
following a strike in May 1915, in part to get them to join the 
army.[132] But in 1914, 1915 and 1916 coercion was less 
important in gearing the British population for war than 
‘persuasion’ and ‘self-mobilization’, that is, individuals and 
groups choosing to become involved, both emotionally and 
physically, in the war effort. The same was true of France 
and Germany.[133] Overall the level of genuinely voluntary 
activity in Britain was impressive. In addition to countless 
acts of sock-knitting and the like, a number of public-spirited 
voluntary bodies existed, the Volunteer Training Corps (a 
Great War version of ‘Dad’s Army’, and the Women’s Police 
Volunteers, among others.[134] 

The most remarkable example of mobilisation for total war 
was the creation of the New Armies.[135] On 7 August 1914 
Kitchener issued an appeal for 100,000 volunteers for the 
army. Within five months 1,186,000 men had joined the 
colours. Kitchener’s appeal to arms overturned pre-war 
planning, which had assumed that the British army would 
remain a small force. The vast influx of men swamped 
existing facilities, and in the autumn and winter of 1914-15 
many men of ‘Kitchener’s Army’ were billeted in private 
homes or in makeshift camps. At first they lacked uniforms, 
and drilled with wooden rifles. In addition, some units were 
raised by private individuals, organisations or by local 
authorities. Lord Derby, a political magnate with a power- 


base on Merseyside, recruited four battalions of Liverpool 
Pals, while the 15*, 16t) and 17" Battalions of the Highland 
Light Infantry were respectively the ‘Glasgow Tramways’, 
‘Glasgow Boys’ Brigade’ and ‘Glasgow Chamber of 
Commerce’ battalions. The majority of units were, however, 
raised by the government, and simultaneously Britain’s pre- 
war Territorial Force (TF) of part-time citizen soldiers was 
greatly expanded. 

The raising of Kitchener’s Army was only the beginning of 
the mobilisation of British society for war. Soon men had to 
be found to replace the huge casualties sustained by the 
British army on the Western Front and elsewhere and the 
demands of the armed forces for manpower had be weighed 
alongside those of the factory and farm.[136] Although 
2,466,719 volunteers had joined the army by the end of 
1915, in January 1916 conscription had to be introduced. In 
all, 5,704,000 men served in the British army during the 
First World War, split roughly equally between volunteers 
and conscripts.[137] The army of the First World War was 
larger by far than any other army raised by Britain, before 
or since. 

Britain’s mobilisation for total war was paralleled in the 
Empire. Out of populations of 8 million Canada sent 458,000 
men overseas, of whom 57,000 became casualties. The 5 
million Australians sent 332,000, resulting in 59,000 
casualties; for New Zealand the figures were 1.1 million, 
112,000 and 17,000. India found one and half million 
volunteers. Moreover, in the last two years of the war, about 
one third of the BEF’s munitions were produced in Canada. 
[138] 

The passing of the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA) in 
August 1914 gave the British government enormously 
enhanced powers. In the first few months of the war the 
government carried out some actions that demonstrated the 
increased grip of the state. On the day after war was 


declared, for example, temporary control was taken of the 
railways. However, for the most part, the slogan of ‘business 
as uSual’ was initially well deserved. The first major break 
with this approach came after the Battle of Neuve Chapelle 
in March 1915. Failure in this battle was blamed on the 
Shortage of shells, which eventually resulted in Lloyd 
George taking control of the newly created Ministry of 
Munitions. This was ‘an emergency Department of State, 
created to serve one purpose - the organization of 
productive resources for munitions manufacture’ and it was 
an undoubted success in raising the production of guns and 
ammunition.[139]. Lloyd George became the dominant 
figure in the Coalition government that itself came into 
being partly as a result of the 1915 ‘shell scandal’. In 
December 1916, trading on his reputation as a ‘man of push 
and go’, he replaced Asquith as Prime Minister. Under Lloyd 
George’s administration the government’s tentacles spread 
far and wide into the economy, eventually bringing 
munitions, transport, much of the labour force, imports, food 
supplies and prices under its control.[140] 

As part of the consensus established to wage total war, 
business and organised labour were taken into partnership 
by government. Lloyd George championed Sir Eric Geddes, 
a railway entrepreneur, who served successively at the 
Ministry of Munitions, reorganised the BEF’s transportation, 
and finally became the political head of the Royal Navy. 
[141] Labour MPs, first Arthur Henderson and later George 
Barnes, were appointed to the Cabinet and the government 
negotiated with trades unions to introduce into factories 
‘dilution’ - the use of non-skilled workers, often women, for 
jobs previously confined to skilled men. For their part, 
unions secured improvements in working conditions for their 
members. The creation of a total war economy was far from 
smooth. Strikes continued to be a problem throughout the 
war, much to the disgust of many soldiers in the trenches. 
The government tended to respond to individual problems 


with ad hoc solutions, rather than creating and then 
executing a grand plan.[142] The teething problems of the 
new war economy had ramifications on the battlefield. The 
massive expansion of the munitions industry in 1915-16 
inevitably led to a fall in the quality of material. The large 
number of dud shells fired by British gunners before the 
Battle of the Somme was a symptom of this problem. But by 
1917-18 factory workers had gone through a learning curve 
of their own, and were able to provide frontline soldiers with 
high quality munitions in vast numbers. The creation of a 
centrally directed war economy capable of supplying its 
huge armies’ with sufficient quantities of weapons, 
ammunition and all the other equipment it needed to fight a 
modern high-intensity attritional war was a considerable 
achievement of the British nation in arms. Without it, the 
victories of the BEF on the battlefields of France and 
Belgium would have been impossible. 

The same is true of the vital contribution of the American 
economy. Britain and France had a huge advantage in being 
able to draw upon American economic power even before 
the USA entered the war. Simultaneously, the Royal Navy 
prevented the Central Powers from getting access to 
American resources. Between 1914 and 1916, American 
trade with Allied states grew from $824 million to in excess 
of $3 billion, while trade with Britain’s enemies declined 
from $170 million to below $1 million. The US government 
also in 1915 made it easier to issue loans to belligerents, 
and on the eve of America’s entry into the war, the Allied 
powers were benefiting from over $2.5 billion of loans, the 
Central Powers only $127 million.[143] During the Somme 
Campaign about 75 per cent of the British army’s light field 
artillery shells was produced in the USA. Over the course of 
the entire conflict the bulk of the Allies’ supply of high 
explosive came from American companies such as Du Pont 
and the Hercules Powder Company. Similarly, firms like New 


England Westinghouse provided $181 million worth of 
infantry weapons.[144] 

The Allied demand for loans and war goods gave 
American industry an important boost, and ensured that the 
USA had an important interest in an Entente victory. It also 
helped enormously in preparing the United States itself for 
participation in a total war. Between 1914 and 1916 an 
industrial base was established that was capable of 
Supplying a mass army with war goods. Moreover, the 
Council of National Defense, established in 1916, played a 
major role in beginning the process of mobilising the vast 
resources of the state. The advocates of ‘preparedness’ - 
prominent individuals allied to elements of the Wilson 
administration and the armed forces - had undertaken 
important planning and succeeded in preparing the way 
psychologically for America to fight an all-out’ war. 
Conscription was no longer unthinkable, and the US Army 
General Staff had made plans how to train and officer a 
mass army. By 1917, the preparedness campaign laid the 
foundations for the United States to wage total war.[145] 
Ironically, much of the equipment of the American 
Expeditionary Forces (AEF) came from the USA’s allies, 
because American industry was committed to producing 
materiel for Britain and France.[146] 

War Weariness and Remobilisation, 1917-18 

In Britain, by 1917-18, the initial enthusiasm for the war 
was wearing thin. The staggering casualty lists and the lack 
of any spectacular military success was taking its toll on 
morale. Added to that was the burden of the war on 
ordinary people: long hours; the greyness of everyday life; 
the dread of the arrival of the telegram from the War Office 
that would bring bad news about a husband, son or father; 
the fear of death from an air raid. A civilian noted in his 
diary on 20 January 1918 that This week end has been a 
difficult one for the housewife. There is a great shortage of 
meat and many families have had to go without. Even in our 


own quiet village long queues wait outside the shops for 
hours to get small quantities of margarine, etc. ... It is 
reported from Chesterfield that horse-flesh is being sold for 
human food and that it is fetching 1/-per Ib, at which price it 
is said to have found ready purchasers ... [A] man was fined 
yesterday £500, and sentenced to imprisonment for one 
month as well, for hoarding food.[147] 

All the belligerent nations were suffering from the same 
war weariness and the idea of a compromise peace of some 
sort began at last to seem attractive. The response was 
what has been described as ‘remobilisation’ - a concerted 
effort by governments to galvanise support for the war 
amongst their populations. 

These days, historians are inclined to emphasise the 
continuities between the policies of the Asquith and Lloyd 
George governments. Nevertheless the change in personal 
style was important. The Welsh Wizard was a masterful 
exponent of democratic politics. Of humble birth and Radical 
credentials, he contrasted with the remote and patrician 
style of his predecessor. Lloyd George symbolised the move 
to reinforce the legitimacy of the British state in the eyes of 
its population. The campaign featured the announcement of 
‘democratic’ war aims (see below), the reformation of the 
franchise by the introduction of near-universal suffrage and 
propaganda to emphasise the ideological nature of the war. 
Judged by results, the campaign was a considerable success 
- as were similar efforts in France. 

Remarkably, civilian support for the war was probably as 
strong in November 1918 as it had ever been.[148] The 
regeneration of popular support for a war fought to a 
victorious conclusion was undoubtedly an important factor 
in maintaining civilian and military morale.[149] 

A favourite debate among social historians is the extent to 
which war brings about social and political change. The 
example of Britain in the two world wars suggests that the 
greater the participation of a population in a war, the 


greater must be the reward (or bribe) offered.[150] The 
situation in Germany contrasted starkly with that in Britain 
and France. Initially, the German people were united behind 
the war effort, at least superficially. The next couple of years 
put national unity under strain. The 1916 Hindenburg 
Programme of mobilisation for total war made huge 
demands on the German economy and the people that 
worked on it. They had to do so without full stomachs; the 
winter of 1916-17 became notorious as the ‘turnip winter’. 
The population did not starve, but it did go hungry, and the 
patent inequalities in the system of food distribution 
produced a high level of disgruntlement with the Kaiser’s 
regime. 

The German response to the onset of war-weariness was 
rather different to that of the Western democracies. Efforts 
by the civilian politicians to remobilise the population in 
1917-18 were sabotaged by the unwillingness of the 
German military dictatorship to countenance moves towards 
democracy. The German equivalent of the populist total 
warriors Lloyd George and his French counterpart, Georges 
Clemenceau, was Field Marshal Paul von Beneckendorff und 
von Hindenburg. While the British and French governments 
held out to their populations the enticements of civilian 
democracy and reform, all that the German leadership 
offered was military dictatorship and ‘patriotic instruction’. 
The failure to offer a carrot in the form of political reform 
contributed to the German crisis in morale, which in 1918 
played a significant role in determining the result of the war. 
[151] Substantial portions of the population came to believe 
that the regime had ‘broken faith’ with them by failing to 
provide the basic necessities of life; this ‘undermin[ing] the 
legitimacy’ of the regime.[152] This was bad enough, but 
the national leadership compounded this problem by failing 
to offer the ordinary German a genuine stake in the survival 
of the regime. The legitimacy of the Wilhelmine state 


crumbled, followed shortly after by the collapse of the army 
and then Imperial Germany itself. 

War Aims, 1914-17 

All wars have to end at some point. Most end with a 
compromise peace of one sort or another. It might be a 
peace of mutual exhaustion, or a situation in which one 
belligerent achieves some limited aims and then offers a 
moderate peace or simply decides not to fight on. It is rare 
for a war to continue until one side is utterly defeated. The 
First World War was unusual, although not unique, in that it 
was a total conflict with a strong ideological element. While 
in theory this should not have ruled out a negotiated 
settlement, in reality it made it almost impossible. Both 
sides believed that too much was at stake to allow a 
compromise; both sides, until almost the very end of the 
war, believed that they could win. 

At bottom, the reason for the failure to negotiate an end 
to the fighting came down to utterly irreconcilable aims. 
Germany sought to achieve hegemony over Europe, while 
Britain, France and later the USA sought to prevent this from 
occurring. The impetus of their initial assault brought the 
Germans important gains in Belgium and eastern France, 
and allowed the German army to sit on the tactical 
defensive in the West while concentrating on knocking 
Russia out of the war. As long as the British and French were 
unable to force them out of their conquests by military 
means, the Germans saw no reason to compromise. For the 
Entente Powers to have agreed to peace on the basis of 
Germany holding on to her gains in the West would have 
been to concede defeat, and leave both French and British 
security gravely weakened. 

As Bethmann Hollweg’s ‘September Programme’ of 1914 
demonstrates, even at this early stage Germany was not 
thinking in terms of a moderate peace. Rather, Belgium 
would become a ‘vassal state’, and French power would be 
crushed, although it would be allowed to exist as a third- 


class power that posed no threat to Germany. Mitte/europa, 
a ‘central European customs union’ would, it was planned, 
‘stabilize Germany’s economic dominance over Central 
Europe’.[153] German policy was by no means _ fully 
consistent over the question of Mitte/europa, which caused 
some serious problems with Austria-Hungary. ‘None the 
less,’ aS one of the leading historians of war aims has 
recently written, ‘an imperialist settlement was desired by 
powerful forces in German society, including the right and 
centre in the Reichstag and much of heavy industry, 
agriculture, and the intellectual elite, as well as by Wilhelm 
Il himself’.[154] 

For the most part, Germany’s war aims in Western Europe 
remained unchanged throughout the war, as did plans for a 
large empire in Africa and naval bases in the Atlantic and 
Indian Oceans, and, closer to home, the Mediterranean Sea. 
In the East, as military victory handed Germany control of 
huge swathes of the Czar’s empire, Berlin’s ambitions grew 
from the comparatively modest aim in the September 1914 
Programme of pushing Russia’s borders eastwards to, by 
1917, the establishment of puppet states in Poland, the 
Baltic region, and the Ukraine. Thereby, Germany missed a 
strategic opportunity. The cohesion of a coalition is often a 
weak point. Germany might have detached Russia from the 
other Entente Powers in 1915 by making a firm offer to the 
Czar of an acceptable peace. However, the German version 
of a ‘moderate’ peace consisted of annexing a strip of land 
in Russian Poland that would be ethnically cleansed of Slavs 
and Jews and repopulated with Germans. But at this time 
the Russians had wide-ranging territorial aims of their own, 
and the tentative proposals were rejected.[155] Having 
failed to detach Russia from the enemy coalition, in 1916 
the Germans tried to knock the French out of the war 
through a major offensive at Verdun. This attempt also 
failed. Germany’s paradox was that it was unlikely to win 
the war unless a major adversary could be brought to 


conclude a separate peace, but the nature of German war 
aims meant that none of its enemies would take such a 
course unless it had already suffered a catastrophic defeat. 

The record of the wars of the twentieth century 
demonstrates that if democracies are going to fight 
protracted and attritional wars they need the issues to be 
painted in big, bold colours. This seems to the lesson of the 
Korean and Vietnam wars, which were protracted and 
attritional but also limited and thus difficult to ‘sell’ to 
electorates. In 1914 British war aims were fairly limited. 
Belgium was to be restored, and the power of the German 
military broken. This was not to be achieved by smashing 
the enemy state so thoroughly that Germany could be 
remoulded in the victors’ image, as actually occurred in 
1945. Rather, as Michael Howard has noted, a beaten 
Germany would ‘be purged of “Prussianism”, as a century 
earlier France had been purged of Bonapartism, and 
reformed once again as a cooperative member of the 
Concert of Europe’. As the juggernaut of total war gathered 
momentum, these relatively modest aims grew more 
ambitious. However, civilians ‘had not flocked to the colours 
in 1914 to die for the balance of power’. British and 
American war aims were thus portrayed in terms of the 
defence and spreading of democracy, of destroying Prussian 
militarism, and of self-determination for the peoples of the 
Austro-Hungarian empire. [156] 

Such aims were not a mere invention of propagandists. 
There was a strong ideological element to the war. Neither is 
it the case that the masses were duped. British propaganda 
Skilfully built on existing popular beliefs about the nature of 
the German threat. In this they were greatly assisted by the 
Germans themselves, who demonstrated an unerring ability 
to hand Allied propagandists gift-wrapped weapons. The 
German use of poison gas at Ypres 1915 and the bombing of 
British cities were seen as examples of typical Hunnish 
‘frightfulness’, as was the celebrated German execution of 


Nurse Cavell for aiding Allied prisoners. Another was the 
sinking of the liner Lusitania with the death of citizens of the 
then neutral United States. The democracies, too, were 
quite ready to take off the gloves, using economic blockade 
and strategic bombing, but their antennae were much more 
finely attuned to the importance of presenting themselves 
as in the right, especially in the period when the USA was 
still neutral. 

In sO many ways the unpalatable behaviour of the German 
regime in the First World War has been overshadowed by 
the crimes committed by the Third Reich. Unlike the Nazis, 
Imperial Germany did not carry out conscious policies of 
genocide - at least in Europe.[157] For all that, the 
sufferings of people in German-occupied territories were 
real enough, and placed another barrier in the way of 
achieving a ‘civilised’ compromise peace. While holding out 
the possibility of a negotiated settlement, Germany began 
to realise its war aims by exploiting their newly-conquered 
territories. Some 100,000 Frenchmen were shipped to 
Germany for forced labour.[158] Other French civilians of 
both sexes were deported from the cities of Lille, Roubaix 
and Tourcoing to other parts of German-occupied France. 
Some women were sent to Germany to become prostitutes. 
Those left behind suffered from hunger, cold, and fear. As in 
Belgium, the German occupiers requisitioned everything 
from industrial machinery from factories to mattresses from 
civilian houses. As a French historian has recently observed, 
‘In occupied territory, war is total war’ and in Northern 
France, women and children were among its. primary 
targets.[159] 

The Germans overran all but a sliver of Belgium in 1914. 
Belgium was a small state but an economically important 
one. Given the resistance of Belgian workers and 
industrialists to working for the invader, Belgium was 
effectively de-industrialised by destroying plant or shipping 
it back to Germany. Belgium was also viewed as a valuable 


source of labour. AS many as 120,000 Belgians were 
deported to Germany to work in war factories in 1916-17. 
[160] The Germans used starvation as a weapon to force 
the Belgians to work. William Alexander Percy, an American 
volunteer with Herbert Hoover’s Commission for Relief in 
Belgium, remembered seeing batches of Belgian workers 
returning from forced labour in Germany. ‘They were 
creatures imagined by El Greco - skeletons, with blue flesh 
clinging to their bones, too weak to stand alone, too ill to be 
hungry any longer. This was only a miniature venture into 
Slavery, a preliminary to the epic conquest and enslavement 
of whole peoples in 1940, but it seemed hideous and 
unprecedented to us in 1917.’[161] One major difference 
between German policy in the two world wars was that the 
deportations during the First World War were halted in the 
face of international condemnation. 

Similarly, German policy in Poland during the First World 
War was harsh, but there were some attempts to gain 
support for a German-dominated Polish puppet state by, for 
instance, promoting the use of the Polish language, 
forbidden under Czarist Russian rule. But, as in Belgium, the 
Germans ruthlessly engaged in economic plunder that 
undermined these faltering attempts to win Polish ‘hearts 
and minds’. In June 1917 a German official noted Polish 
resentment of forced labour and ‘requisitions and 
particularly the manner in which they had_ been 
implemented ... [also] the seizure of raw materials, 
factories, machines, the compulsory purchase of houses and 
the stripping of private forests ... All these measures have 
given rise to a sense of specific complaints, as have the 
generally rough handling of the population by German 
soldiers and officials and the imposition of unnecessary 
restrictions on movement.’[162] 

German imperialism in Poland has fairly been described as 
‘prutal and crude’, and it had obvious and disturbing 
continuities with the German occupation of Poland during 


the Second World War. While German behaviour during the 
First World War fell well short of the Nazi treatment of 
Poland a generation later, when slavery and massacre was 
the lot of the Polish population, it was bad enough. 

Neither Britain nor France entered the war in 1914 to 
expand their territory, but once war had begun politicians 
and officials began to think in those terms. Britain, almost 
from force of habit, picked up enemy colonies, as she had 
done in her eighteenth-century wars against France. She 
agreed to divide with France captured Ottoman territory in 
the Levant. France began to think not merely of regaining 
Alsace and Lorraine, but also of achieving security against 
future German aggression by breaking up the Rhineland into 
a number of mini-states that could be dominated by the 
French - in effect, reviving Napoleon’s Confederation of the 
Rhine. French and British aims in Europe were basically 
defensive. Those of her ally, Russia, were expansionist. 
Against a background of dark hints of abandoning the 
Entente, the Russians persuaded the French and British to 
agree to let Russia take the Turkish capital Constantinople. 
This decision reversed a long-standing British policy of 
preventing the Russians from dominating the Dardanelles, 
and if it had been implemented, would have brought a new 
set of strategic problems for the British and French. It also 
precluded a separate peace with Turkey.[163] Coalitions 
brought great strengths: but the diverse interests of the 
various partners also made it more difficult to bring about a 
compromise negotiated settlement.[164] 

The Role of the United States 

The longer the war remained deadlocked, the more 
important became the role of the United States. For much of 
the nineteenth century the United States seemed safe from 
attack and could turn its back on affairs in Europe. Only the 
Civil War of 1861-5 offered a serious threat to US security. 
Otherwise the vast size of the country, and the fact that two 
large oceans separated it from areas of conflict in Europe 


and Asia appeared to provide the United States with more 
than adequate security - battles with Native Americans and 
the occasional war scare notwithstanding. It had not always 
been like this. The success of the American Revolution was 
only secured because it became caught up in a wider 
European war. The second Anglo-American conflict, the ‘War 
of 1812’, was in a large part a by-product of the titanic 
struggle in Europe. Peace in Europe and North America 
came about virtually simultaneously in 1814-15, and in the 
subsequent 99 years Europe was not troubled a hegemonic 
power seeking to dominate the continent by force of arms. 
Against this background, the notion that American security 
was guaranteed purely by geography seemed plausible. 

America’s founding fathers had a clearer and more 
realistic vision of US security. Even in 1814, when Britain 
was fighting two wars, against Napoleon and against the 
United States, Thomas Jefferson clearly identified that ‘It 
cannot be to our interest that all Europe should be reduced 
to a single monarchy’. Even if French failure in Europe were 
to lead to the ‘longer continuance’ of the conflict with 
Britain, ‘| would rather meet them than see the whole force 
of Europe wielded by a single hand’. As the distinguished 
American historian Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. has 
commented, ‘In this last incisive phrase Jefferson defined 
the national interest that explains American intervention in 
the twentieth century’s two world wars as well as in the 
subsequent Cold War’.[165] 

Since the late nineteenth century the United States navy 
had identified the German navy as its principal potential foe. 
As American relations with Britain improved those with 
Germany worsened. The British, recognising their weakness, 
came to see that conflict with the USA had to be avoided at 
all costs and approved the Monroe Doctrine (which, by 
shutting out European rivals from the Americas, actually 
enhanced British security). Simultaneously, Germany’s drive 
for world power brought it into conflict with the Doctrine. 


The Germans wanted colonies; the United States, acquiring 
an empire of its own, stood in the way. One would have 
thought that Germany’s hands were full with its potential 
enemies in Europe. But true to the bizarre course of 
Wilhelmine foreign policy, Germany antagonised the United 
States, which led to a naval arms race - and, of course, 
helped nudge America further in the direction of Great 
Britain. The Royal Navy, still the world’s greatest maritime 
force, stood as a bulwark between America and German 
aggression. A British defeat at the hands of Germany would 
amount to a defeat for America as well.[166] 

At the peak of his triumphs in 1940 Adolf Hitler, allied with 
the Soviet Union, seemed to be able to wield the ‘whole 
force of Europe’, with incalculable potential consequences 
for American security. This fact brought about what has 
rightly been described as the greatest ‘strategic crisis’ in 
American history.[167] It was to avoid such a crisis that in 
1917 President Woodrow Wilson took Jefferson’s view to its 
logical conclusion and entered the war against Germany. 

Thomas Woodrow Wilson was a controversial figure during 
his presidency and remains one among historians. Born in 
Virginia in 1856, he grew up in the defeated South, which 
undoubtedly had an influence on his subsequent dislike of 
war. Calvinistic Christianity, his father being a Presbyterian 
minister, also influenced him; he exuded a high moral tone 
that to some seemed arrogant. He became a lawyer and 
then a successful academic before entering politics 
comparatively late in life, being elected as the Democratic 
Governor of New Jersey in 1910, and President of the United 
States two years later. He, like many others of the United 
States elite, was instinctively sympathetic to Britain on 
cultural grounds, seeing Britain and the US as two branches 
of the same family. From the very beginning of the war his 
instincts were un-neutral and pro-Allied. In December 1914 
he told a newspaperman that while it would be best ‘if no 
nation gets the decision by arms’, he did not think that ‘it 


would hurt greatly the interests of the United States if either 
France or Russia or Great Britain should finally dictate the 
settlement’.[168] But well aware of the strains that the 
European war might place on polyglot American society, 
Wilson strove to keep out of the conflict. 

As the war became increasingly total, both sides began to 
employ all the weapons in their arsenal. Britain employed its 
classic response to conflict with a continental opponent, a 
naval blockade. Germany responded with a_ counter- 
blockade of Britain.[169] In such circumstances the United 
States was bound to become involved, as her ships, and the 
lives of American citizens, would inevitably come under 
threat. In 1909 the Declaration of London laid down a code 
of conduct on neutrality and belligerence that sought to 
regulate and minimise of the impact of naval blockades. By 
1914 it had yet to be ratified, and the British refused to 
abide by its provisions (although the Germans did). Instead, 
the British sowed mines in the Atlantic, which interfered 
with American trade, and confiscated goods from neutral 
ships. The Germans used their U-boats (Submarines) to sink 
merchant shipping. According to the existing rules of war, 
warships should have given the crews of merchantmen a 
chance to escape before sinking the vessel. For U-boats to 
abide by these rules would have meant surfacing, which laid 
the submarine open to attack. Instead, the U-boats chose 
not to play by the rules of maritime law, thus increasing the 
problems of spotting whether a vessel was British or neutral. 

Wilson, eager to avoid a confrontation with London, 
responded to British violations of American neutrality by 
downplaying them. By contrast, he was willing to run the 
risk of a serious breach with Berlin. The German declaration 
of the waters around the British Isles as a ‘war zone’ 
inevitably led to American losses, most famously the death 
of the 128 Americans on board the British liner Lusitania, 
sunk by a U-boat on 7 May 1915. Wilson responded with a 
protest to Germany that contained a veiled threat: ‘The 


Imperial German Government will not expect the 
Government of the United States to omit any word or any 
act necessary to the performance of its sacred duty of 
maintaining the rights of the United States and its citizens 
... [170] The British responded to the German declaration of 
a war zone by introducing measures that were an attempt to 
force the Americans to trade only with the Allies. The US 
reply was much lower key, Wilson opting for negotiation 
rather than confrontation with the British, the US 
ambassador in London being told to convey that 
Washington’s mild protest ‘is made in the most friendly 
spirit’.[171] The lack of an even-handed approach to the 
belligerents led to a dispute within his government, with 
William Jennings Bryan, his Secretary of State, resigning in 
June. For more than two years Wilson’s policy of standing up 
to the Germans enjoyed success. Berlin suspended 
unrestricted submarine warfare in September 1915. The 
Germans again backed away from confrontation with the 
United States after the sinking of the Sussex in March 1916, 
which prompted Wilson to issue an ultimatum ‘to sever 
diplomatic relations’.[172] 

There were good reasons for Wilson’s pro-British stance, 
ranging from sentiment to the fact that the war effort was 
good business for American factories making war goods for 
the Allies. Above all, Wilson’s understanding of the nature of 
the German threat developed as the war went on. That is 
not to say that he was eager to lead the United States into 
war with Germany: quite the contrary. But Wilson remained 
sympathetic to the Allies, in spite of his increasing 
frustration that the British did not share his own views on 
ending the war short of victory. In February 1916, Colonel 
House, Wilson’s confidant, made an agreement with Sir 
Edward Grey, the British Foreign Secretary, to hold a peace 
conference that would end the war on terms favourable to 
the Allies. If the Germans rejected them, the US would enter 
the war. Wilson heavily modified down this proposal and it 


came to nothing, but the very fact that House was prepared 
to float it is highly suggestive.[173] 

In the end, the Germans themselves decided the course of 
US policy. At a landmark meeting on 9 January 1917 the 
political and military elite of Imperial Germany took the 
decision to commence unrestricted submarine warfare. This, 
like so many other German strategic decisions of the 
twentieth century, was an enormous gamble. Battered by 
the Somme, the Germans staked everything on knocking 
the British out of the war by starving them into submission 
before the Americans could turn their enormous military 
potential into troops on the ground - if, as seemed almost 
inevitable, they entered the war. Wilson was still reluctant to 
do so. He had just fought and won the 1916 presidential 
election on the slogan ‘he kept us out of the war’. But 
German provocation grew too strong. Not only were 
American ships being sunk, but also the Germans touched a 
raw nerve by showing willingness to breach the Monroe 
Doctrine. The ‘Zimmermann telegram’, sent by the 
eponymous German foreign minister, revealed plans to offer 
Mexico land in Texas, New Mexico and Arizona if it joined an 
anti-American alliance. The British intercepted and decoded 
the telegram and passed it on to the US government, which 
published it. As Wilson said in his address to Congress on 2 
April 1917, asking for a declaration of war: ‘It is a fearful 
thing to lead this great peaceful people into war, into the 
most terrible and disastrous of all wars, civilization itself 
seeming to be in the balance.’ Despite this the President 
continued, ‘the right is more precious than peace ...’[174] 

Great Britain and France believed, correctly, that they 
were fighting a just war against autocratic German 
aggression. Wilson clearly saw the importance to European 
(and hence American) security of defeating Germany, but 
his conception of ‘right’ was altogether more elevated than 
that held by Westminster and Paris. Wilson struck a chord 
when he announced that ‘The world must be made safe for 


democracy. Its peace must be planted upon the tested 
foundations of political liberty’, but his ambitions went much 
further than the defeat of an expansionist authoritarian 
power.[175] Wilson aimed at nothing less than a New World 
Order based on a Set of rules for the conduct of international 
relations very different from those that prevailed prior to 
1914. In entering the First World War with such a liberal 
internationalist agenda, Woodrow Wilson was carrying out a 
revolutionary act. He established an ideology that over the 
course of the twentieth century was to compete with two 
others, Marxist-Leninism and Fascism, for the soul of the 
western world. By the last decade of the bloodiest century 
in history, after three world wars (two hot, one cold) 
Wilson’s creed emerged victorious. 

Two of the key planks of Wilson’s creed were the 
encouragement of nationalism and democracy. Wilson’s 
belief in the importance of the spread of ‘democratic 
government, aside from its moral appeal, was that it was 
more stable and _ less’~ predatory than _ autocratic 
government’. He saw the democratic nation state as a 
bulwark against war, as democracies do not usually fight 
each other, not least because in democracies ‘governments 
derive their just powers from the consent of the governed’. 
Wilson believed, as an article of faith, that he was ‘speaking 
for the silent mass of mankind everywhere who have as yet 
had no place or opportunity to speak ... no nation should 
seek to extend its polity over any other nation or people, 
but every people should be left free to determine its own 
polity, its own way of development, unhindered, 
unthreatened, unafraid, the little along with the great and 
powerfull.’ 

The masses would help to keep their rulers in check, and 
Wilson believed that ‘democracy’s internal procedures for 
conflict resolution and compromise - for providing unity 
while respecting diversity - might be transferred to 


institutions governing world affairs’.[176] Democracy’s 
partner was to be the liberal capitalism of open markets. 

Wilson’s historical timing was perfect. In 1862 when 
Abraham Lincoln had referred to the ‘the last best, hope of 
earth’, republican, constitutional democracy was a rarity 
indeed.[177] There had been important converts to this 
form of government in succeeding years - Britain (albeit as 
a constitutional monarchy) in the late 1860s, France in the 
1880s - but in 1914 much of the world was dominated by 
autocratic regimes. By April 1917 the latter were clearly 
under strain. In the following eighteen months the old 
empires of Austria-Hungary, Turkey, Russia and Germany 
shattered and new nations emerged from the wreckage, 
many espousing - at least initially - democratic principles. 
Wilson’s vision coincided with the emergence of a rival, 
similarly universalist, ideology, that of V.I. Lenin. The 
Bolsheviks seized power in Russia in November 1917 and 
sought peace without annexations and, it soon became 
clear, aimed for global revolution against capitalism. ‘Much 
of the subsequent history of the twentieth century grew out 
of the clash between these ideologies - WilSon’s versus 
Lenin’s’, that appeared at almost precisely the same 
time.’[178] 

For Britain and France, Wilson’s America was an uneasy 
ally. Following his request to the belligerents in December 
1916 to state their war aims, on 22 January 1917 Wilson had 
set out his aim of ‘peace without victory’. On 4 December of 
that year he promised the German people a peace based 
‘on generosity and justice’, if only they would free 
themselves from Kaiserism. The culmination of Wilson’s 
‘new diplomacy’ was his Fourteen Points, announced in 
January 1918. These were some of the most extraordinary 
set of proposals ever to be introduced in the arena of 
international relations. Point | called for ‘open covenants of 
peace’ and no secret diplomacy; point II for ‘freedom of 
navigation upon the seas; point IV for reductions of ‘national 


armaments’ to the ‘lowest point consistent with domestic 
safety’. These proposals, together with others for collective 
security and self-determination of nationalities were nothing 
short of revolutionary.[179] 

The Fourteen Points induced a mixture of discomfort and 
hilarity in London and Paris. Britain was fundamentally 
opposed to point II, although at the time differences were 
fudged for the sake of coalition unity. Clemenceau, the 
French prime minister, commented that while Wilson had 
made 14 points, God had needed only ten.[180] France and 
the USA were fighting for broadly the same things, but 
Wilson’s utopian vision was sufficiently different from that of 
the British and French to ensure that the USA remained an 
‘Associated Power’ rather than a full ally in both name and 
Substance. Yet Wilson’s challenge - and also Lenin’s - 
demanded a response from the Western powers. 

The Response to Wilson: War Aims’~ and 
Remobilisation 

For the first three years of the war what might be called 
the ‘In Flanders Fields’ argument contributing to ruling out a 
compromise peace. The poem of that name, written in late 
1915 by John McRae, a Canadian medical officer, gave voice 
to those killed on the battlefield. It retains its popularity 
today, one suspects because some assume it to be a near- 
pacifist tract. In fact, the third verse makes a powerful case 
against a compromise peace: Take up our quarrel with the 
foe: 

To you from failing hands we throw 

The torch; be yours to hold it high. 

If ye break faith with us who die 

We shall not sleep, though poppies grow 

In Flanders fields.[181] 

Anything less than victory, in short, would represent a 
betrayal of those who had died. But by 1917, as we have 
seen, commitment to fight on until final victory was 
beginning to waver. A Conservative former Foreign 


Secretary, Lord Landsdowne, horrified at the social 
implications of total war privately advocated a compromise 
peace at the end of 1916 and went public with his views a 
year later. It ‘came as a bombshell’ a Tory MP noted in his 
diary, ‘several men have told me they were really in 
agreement with the letter on the ground [sic] that we could 
not win and had better make the best terms possible’.[182] 
The Reichstag voted in July 1917 for a peace settlement 
without annexations, although this had little effect on 
German strategy. Karl, the new Austrian emperor who had 
succeeded Franz-Josef at the end of 1916, cautiously put out 
feelers for a separate peace. There was an attempt to bring 
together Socialists from all over Europe for a conference at 
Stockholm, which was largely still-born but nonetheless 
caused concern in London and Paris. In 1917 there were 
large-scale mutinies in the French army and industrial unrest 
in Britain and France. Above all, there were the two 
revolutions in Russia. AS we have seen, governments, still 
committed to victory on their terms, responded with 
‘remobilisation’ - making concerted efforts to galvanise 
support for the war amongst their respective populations. 
Germany fired the first shot in a diplomatic offensive on 
12 December 1916 when, on the back of its conquest of 
Rumania, it issued a ‘Peace Note’. Couched in 
confrontational terms, it did not give specific war aims. Six 
days later, President Wilson issued a Peace Note of his own 
that asked the belligerents to state their war aims. The 
Entente rejected the German Note out of hand, but in reply 
to Wilson on 10 January 1917 set out some very specific war 
aims. Not only was Germany to evacuate all occupied 
territory, the Allies placed question marks over the future of 
the multi-national Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires, 
at least in their existing forms. ‘It is in the interests of future 
peace,’ Balfour, the Foreign Secretary noted, ‘that territorial 
arrangements after the war should take account of the 
principle of nationality.’ This response was aimed not only at 


the White House, but also at domestic opinion in Britain and 
France. This move was not taken lightly, and it further 
reduced the possibility of signing a separate peace with 
Germany’s two main allies. But it did help to make the 
winning of protracted war possible. Such ‘democratic’ war 
aims demonstrated the ideological gulf between the Entente 
and the Central Powers (British and French attempts to 
expand their empires notwithstanding), played well with 
Washington, and helped with the remobilisation of public 
Opinion in France and Britain. While the Entente reply of 10 
January 1917 was a shrewd move politically, it should not be 
the thought that it was an entirely cynical ploy. There was a 
genuine belief that ‘a defeated Germany would become 
democratic and would lose its appetite for expansion and its 
hopes for world-power status’. ‘If Germany had had a 
democracy,’ Lloyd George mused, ‘we should not have had 
this trouble.’ 

By the end of 1917, with the military and political situation 
looking dark, Britain withdrew from some of the more 
ambitious of its A series of abortive contacts failed to detach 
any of Germany’s allies, but Lloyd George tried to make the 
prospect of negotiation with the Entente appear attractive. 
In his important war aims speech of 5 January 1918 at 
Caxton Hall, London, the Prime Minister tried to juggle the 
idea that ‘government with the consent of the governed 
must be the basis of any territorial settlement’ with a 
declaration that Britain was not ‘fighting to destroy Austria- 
Hungary or to deprive Turkey of its capital, or of the rich and 
renowned lands of Asia Minor and Thrace, which are 
predominantly Turkish in race’. He also attempted to appeal 
directly to the German people, bypassing their government. 
Lloyd George claimed that ‘We are not fighting a war of 
aggression against the German people’. Germany’s ‘military 
autocratic constitution’ was ‘a dangerous anachronism in 
the twentieth century’ and that ‘the adoption of a really 
democratic constitution by Germany ... would make it much 


easier for us to conclude a broad democratic peace with her. 
But that is a question for the German people to 
decide.’[183] 

The moderation of these aims ‘was prompted by 
pessimism about the extent of a likely victory which would 
enable the Entente forcibly to democratise Germany. It also 
formed part at the attempt to remobilise Britain by stressing 
the ‘reasonableness’ of British war aims.[184] Inevitably, 
the Caxton Hall speech was too radical for some, not radical 
enough for others. In retrospect, it was a finely balanced 
speech. It held to basic war aims such as the German 
evacuation of occupied territory - which, of course, 
effectively ruled out negotiations with Germany - and its 
emphasis on democracy and self-determination ensured 
that the British government did not appear completely out 
of kilter with Wilson, who announced the Fourteen Points 
only three days later. Wilson’s agenda was undoubtedly 
more radical than Lloyd George’s, unacceptably so to the 
British in some areas, but on certain key questions they 
were singing in harmony. They certainly contrasted sharply 
with the conditions that Germany forced on Russia barely 
two months after Caxton Hall. 

Germany’s Final Bid for Victory 

Two German-initiated events coincided in March 1918. In 
that month the Germans announced the harsh terms of the 
treaty of Brest-Litovsk, forced on the new Russian Bolshevik 
government. This coincided almost exactly with the opening 
of the German 1918 spring offensive, which brought the 
Allies face to face with defeat. British propagandists were 
able to point to what a German victory actually meant, that 
the Reichstag proposal for a peace without indemnities or 
annexations waS an empty sham. The new Bolshevik 
government lost important territories including the Ukraine, 
the Baltic provinces, Finland, and Poland, and with them 50 
million people, much of their best agricultural land, half 
their industry, and 90 per cent of their coal. British morale 


stiffened: bad as the war was, the prospect of defeat was 
even worse.[185] After the trough of 1917, civilian morale 
remained resolute until the end of the war. [186] 

By the beginning of 1918 the Germans had won a 
stunning victory in the east. Out of the wreckage of the 
Czar’s dominions they were busy creating a network of 
client states and spheres of influence that added up to a 
new German colonial empire with enormous economic 
potential, with the possibility of adding further territory, 
such as the Caucasus. Senior British politicians and officials 
were acutely aware of the threat posed to British interests in 
the Middle East and even in India.[187] The new German 
empire menaced the existing British one, but by the end of 
the year it had collapsed. Instead of cutting her losses in the 
West, by making concessions, Germany’s leaders chose to 
fight on. If Germany had offered to pull out of her conquests 
in the West it is entirely possible that the enemy coalition 
would have unravelled; and trading Belgium for the Ukraine 
would still have left Germany in a position of much greater 
power than before 1914. 

In the event, the Germans staked everything on a huge 
gamble that they would be able to defeat the British and 
French in the field before the Americans arrived in sufficient 
numbers to turn the tide. This gamble failed, in part 
because 500,000 troops were tied up in the east. 
Hindenburg and Ludendorff made the same mistake that 
Napoleon had made a century earlier, and that Hitler was to 
repeat a generation later: none of them knew when to stick 
with the cards in their hand, rather than continually raising 
the stakes. Having played for everything, in 1918 the 
Germans lost everything. 


Chapter 4: The Western Front: Right or 
Wrong? - British Strategy in the First World 
War 


For many Britons, the First World War seems so terrible 
because it is like nothing else in British history. Wars before 
and since have been fought without anything like the same 
cost in British blood. In the 1930s the enormously influential 
military writer Basil Liddell Hart argued that between 1914 
and 1918 Britain had abandoned her traditional ‘Way in 
Warfare’. According to Liddell Hart, this had eschewed 
sending large armies to fight on the continent. Instead, 
Britain had traditionally used her financial strength to pay 
allies to do her fighting for her, and her naval power to 
launch small military expeditions ‘against the enemy’s 
vulnerable extremities’. The consequences of opting instead 
for the strategy that led to a mass British army being 
committed to the Western Front were, in Liddell Hart’s view, 
disastrous. ‘Today,’ he wrote in 1931, ‘we are suffering not 
only from exhaustion of the body, political and economic, 
but exhaustion of the spirit.’ Britain had paid a high price 
indeed for her abandonment of the British Way in Warfare. 
[188] 

Liddell Hart’s reputation, after a spell in the doldrums in 
the late 1980s, is once again riding high. By contrast 
C.R.M.F. Cruttwell is an almost forgotten figure. Cruttwell, an 
historian who had served as an infantry officer on the 
Western Front, took British strategy in the war as his subject 
for the 1936 Lees Knowles lectures at the University of 
Cambridge. The beginning of the first lecture struck a very 
different note from Liddell Hart: ‘The Great War, except for 
its unexampled magnitude, was a type with which British 
statesmen and_ soldiers were traditionally familiar.’ 


Cruttwell’s theme was, for 1936, a time when the Great War 
was almost universally seen as a ghastly aberration from 
the norm, distinctly unfashionable. ‘Once every century 
since the end of the sixteenth,’ Cruttwell went on, Britain 
had gone to war ‘to uphold what was idealistically called the 
freedom of Europe and more prosaically the balance of 
power.’ Time after time, Britain fought for ‘self-preservation’ 
versus naval rivals, and against ‘the threat of hostile 
dominion in the most precious outwork of her security, the 
Low Countries.’ In war after war, he pointed out, Britain 
fought as part of a ‘loose and often jarring continental 
coalition’. Britain’s position within these groupings was 
‘peculiar, indeed unique’. Immune from invasion, she used 
her seapower to wage war in ‘a semi-detached eclectic’ 
fashion. . 

Cruttwell went on to argue that long drawn-out, attritional 
wars were actually the norm, not least because the main 
enemy, as the aggressor, was invariably better organised 
for war than Britain and her allies. This proved expensive in 
cash terms but cheap in lives: the armies of Britain’s allies 
did the bulk of the fighting, killing and dying. Moreover, he 
went on, It is true that British influence over continental 
wars has not been to determine their strategy in the narrow 
sense, but rather their general course and character. And 
this is so just because in naval as opposed to military 
strategy we have maintained our choice and _ control 
practically unfettered ... 

Cruttwell’s lectures sought to prove that the latter 
‘generalisation in its broad terms holds good’. As he 
recognised, in 1914-18 Britain’s commitment of troops, and 
therefore casualties, were on a much larger scale than in 
previous conflicts, of a similar order to those of her allies 
and enemies. ‘[YJet our actual share in the determination of 
Allied strategy on land remained surprisingly small ... [but] 
it is profoundly true that our policy at sea alone enabled a 


great deal of that continental strategy to be put into force at 
all’. [189] 

Cruttwell and Liddell Hart were by no means diametrically 
opposed in their theories, but Cruttwell emphasised the 
‘traditional’ nature of Britain’s conduct of the First World 
War. In framing his theory of the British Way in Warfare, 
Liddell Hart was writing as a polemicist, bending history to 
fit his theories. Contrary to his assertions, in the great 
struggles against France from the late seventeenth century 
to 1815, Britain usually deployed sizeable bodies of her own 
troops on the continent alongside foreign units paid for by 
the British, and allies proper.[190] By contrast Cruttwell’s 
thesis was essentially correct. Two factors indeed set the 
Great War aside from previous conflicts: its scale and the 
fact Britain itself provided a rather larger army than normal 
to fight alongside its allies. Otherwise, the war of 1914-18 
was a war of a very traditional type. It was a conflict fought 
as part of a coalition against a power seeking hegemony 
over continental Europe, in short, to maintain the balance of 
power. Specifically, it was fought to prevent Flanders and 
northern France from falling into hostile hands. It was a 
long, attritional war in which British naval power played a 
key role, but one in which Britain’s voice was far from a 
dominating one when it came to determining military 
strategy. If one can indeed deduce a ‘British Way in Warfare’ 
from the experience of the previous three centuries, British 
strategy in 1914-18 fell squarely within its parameters. 

Pre-war Strategy 

Five years to the day before the Battle of Mons, where the 
British army fought its first major action of the First World 
War, the Committee of Imperial Defence (CID) held a 
meeting to decide the shape of British strategy in the event 
of a major continental war. The Royal Navy’s position was 
influenced by the ideas of Julian Corbett, a naval strategist 
whose views would later influence Liddell Hart. Corbett 
believed that as a maritime power Britain could apply 


Francis Bacon’s approach to war, and engage in an 
otherwise total war to aé limited extent, alongside 
continental allies who did not have this ability to take ‘as 
much and as little of the war’ as they desired. Corbett was 
fully aware of the importance of cooperation between the 
navy and the army, seeing the latter, in Admiral Sir John 
‘Jacky’ Fisher’s phrase, as ‘a projectile to be fired by the 
navy’.[191] At the CID meeting on 23 August 1911 Sir 
Arthur Wilson, the First Sea Lord, put forward an incoherent 
case for an amphibious strategy of raids and _ littoral 
operations. This failed to receive approval, as did a strategy 
of blockade. The problems were palpable. France and Russia 
would probably have been beaten long before these 
strategies began to bite - if indeed they ever did.[192] 

The views of Major General Henry Wilson, the Director of 
Military Operations, in favour of a Continental strategy were 
much more persuasive. The British army had been holding 
secret talks with the French army since 1906. Since 1910 
the Francophile Wilson had been preparing a plan for the 
British Expeditionary Force (BEF) to support the French 
army, and it was believed that the addition of six British 
divisions could give the French the decisive edge. The BEF 
was to be deployed to France, placed on the left of the 
French army. A military-political council of war on 5 August, 
the day after Britain entered the conflict, endorsed Wilson’s 
plan, although not without some debate.[193] Thus the First 
World War began, as had many previous conflicts, with 
Britain dispatching a small expeditionary force to the 
continent to fight alongside coalition partners. Meanwhile 
the Royal Navy swung into operation, mounting a blockade 
of Germany. Whether or not the navy’s plan for a 
Napoleonic-style war of attrition would be necessary was to 
be decided by the clash of arms in Belgium and France. In 
the meantime, a new factor was introduced into the British 
strategic calculations: the appointment of Lord Kitchener as 
Secretary of State for War. 


By chance the War Office was without a permanent 
political head in 1914. There was a popular clamour for 
Herbert Horatio, Earl Kitchener of Khartoum, to be 
appointed Secretary of State for War.[194] Asquith could 
discern several advantages. The Liberal government was 
light on military expertise and the appointment of a military 
and ostensibly non-party man would broaden the base of 
Support. ‘K of K’ was a national hero, an Imperial warrior 
much of whose professional career had been spent with one 
eye on Britain’s colonial rivals, which just happened to be 
Britain’s allies in this war, Russia and France. Kitchener 
brought certain perspectives to the job. He had broad 
strategic vision, and set about raising a mass citizen force of 
volunteers - ‘Kitchener’s Army’ - which gave Britain for the 
first time in history an army to match those of her 
continental allies and enemies. What, however, did he 
intend to do with this vast force? 

Kitchener’s habit of playing his cards extremely close to 
his chest was enormously frustrating to his cabinet 
colleagues, and is scarcely less so for historians. The Public 
Record Office contains no master plan for the use of 
Kitchener’s Army. However from hints and_ other 
fragmentary pieces of evidence David French’ has 
constructed a_ satisfyingly plausible explanation = of 
Kitchener’s strategic plan.[195] He sees Kitchener playing a 
very long game indeed, hoping that after about three years 
the Continental armies would be exhausted. At that stage, 
in 1917, his armies would take the field - persistent rumour 
had it that Kitchener himself would be at their head - and 
defeat the enemy. Not only would the Germans have been 
beaten, but Britain’s allies would have been satisfyingly 
weakened. This would enable Britain to shape the 
Subsequent peace process and make sure that the world 
that emerged after the war was in accordance with British 
interests. German militarism would have been broken, and a 
new balance of power constructed that would serve to keep 


the British Empire safe from the attentions of her erstwhile 
allies France and Russia, who might otherwise re-emerge as 
colonial rivals. There was no point, he seemed to have 
reasoned, in swapping the German threat to British security 
for one posed by another power. 

Kitchener’s strategy was a variant on the traditional 
British approach of committing troops to the Continent only 
on British terms. This was a plan that promised huge 
rewards, if it could be made to work. In the event a large, 
fresh army did enter battle shortly before the end of the 
war, which allowed its government largely to dictate the 
nature of the peace - but it was the United States and not 
Britain that was the beneficiary. 


Coalition Warfare 


Britain fought the First World War as part of a coalition of 
states. This simple fact explains much about British 
Strategy. Coalitions bring great strengths. They allow 
formidable concentrations of economic, political and military 
power to be directed against a common enemy. In an 
attritional war, they give depths of resources not available 
to individual states. The downside is that operating within a 
coalition curtails the ability of individual powers to pursue 
desirable policies and strategies. Inevitably, partners within 
a coalition will have differing interests. Sometimes, the only 
thing binding a coalition together is fear of a common 
enemy. Strategy is decided, often painfully slowly, through a 
series of compromises, thrashed out in a succession of 
conferences and committees. The centre of gravity of a 
coalition, that is the thing that if successfully attacked will 
do maximum damage, is often its cohesion. In the twentieth 
century democracies fought large-scale wars in coalition. 
The same basic problems faced by the British, French and 
Americans in 1918 were still on the agenda of their NATO 
successors during the Kosovo crisis in 1999. 

General Tasker H. Bliss, who served as the US Permanent 
Representative at the Supreme War Council in 1917-18, 
wrote in 1922 that the Allies in the Great War had suffered 
from ‘absence of unity of purpose’; each power was fighting 
‘its own war against the enemy, and too largely for separate 
ends.’[196] Britain, Imperial Russia, France and the United 
States, while each desiring the defeat of Germany, sought 
to achieve different things from the war, and were not bereft 
of suspicions of their partners’ motives. As Paul Kennedy 
has noted, ‘military alliances were, and are not, the same as 
friendships’.[197] Russia, physically separated from her 
Western allies, was always a somewhat ‘semi-detached’ 
member of the coalition and eventually was defeated 


without Britain and France being able to do much to prevent 
it - or, it must be said, the coalition collapsing. Belgium was 
careful to keep her distance from France and Britain and 
was a potential ‘weak link’ in the coalition as she would 
have been happy with a compromise peace that would get 
German troops off Belgian soil.[198] At the same time, 
Britain and France were suspicious of each other’s colonial 
ambitions. The United States remained serenely detached 
from the Entente as an ‘Associated Power’. Such differences 
could not fail to have effects. There were some colossal 
arguments between the Allies, and on some occasions 
notably during the German spring offensives of 1918, the 
coalition seemed on the verge of collapse. 

When Sir John French took the BEF to France in 1914, 
Kitchener issued him with a set of instructions that 
emphasised that his ‘command was an entirely independent 
one’ but that ‘every effort must be made to coincide most 
sympathetically with the plans and wishes’ of his French 
allies.[199] These instructions - similar ones were given to 
Haig in 1915 - neatly captured the dilemma of British 
Strategy. Britain, by virtue of numbers of soldiers on the 
ground, remained the junior partner in the alliance. Both 
commanders in chief had to strive to maintain some 
freedom of action but were denied the compensations of 
unity of command, not least because French and Haig 
resisted subordination to a French general. In order to 
satisfy the French, the British were forced to fight some 
battles at times and places not of their choosing. 

The coalition was essentially an ad hoc creation, formed in 
August 1914. In spite of the pre-war discussions, Franco- 
British military cooperation was fairly rudimentary. In 
coalition warfare much always depends on the personal 
chemistry between individuals; in the absence for most of 
the war of the formal machinery for coordinating strategy 
and military operations, the personal element was more 
important than ever. There were indeed tensions and 


arguments - a particularly volcanic row erupted on 3 July 
1916 between Haig and Joffre over British strategy on the 
Somme, for instance - but for the most part the unwieldy 
command relationships were made to work in spite of 
personal likes and dislikes and inter-Allied suspicions. 

As the BEF grew from six to sixty divisions, and from mid- 
1916 onwards, took on a much greater share of the fighting, 
British influence and power increased. By early 1918, Britain 
and France held positions of rough equality within the 
coalition. A similar process occurred when the United States 
entered the war, its influence growing during 1918 as huge 
numbers of fresh American troops arrived on the Western 
Front. Newton D. Baker, the US Secretary of War, in May 
1917 had issued Pershing with instructions similar to those 
given by the British government to French and Haig: to 
cooperate with allies but to maintain the ‘identity’ of the US 
forces aS a ‘separate and distinct component’ of the 
coalition.[200] Like his British counterparts, Pershing was to 
learn just how difficult this balancing act really was. Had the 
war lasted into 1919, as many expected, Pershing would 
have assumed a dominating position within the military 
councils of the alliance, which would have given the 
coalition a very different complexion. 

The worst crisis in Alliance relations occurred in March 
1918, when the German offensive threatened to divide the 
British army from the French. The danger was that the 
movements of the Allied armies would diverge, the BEF 
falling back to protect its lines of communication with the 
Channel ports and the French on Paris. The prospect of the 
Allied armies being defeated individually and separately was 
at last enough to sweep away objections to unity of 
command. At the end of 1917 a Supreme War Council (SWC) 
had been set up at Versailles to coordinate coalition 
strategy, but this new arrangement did not include a 
Supreme commander. The March offensive brought about 
that innovation, and Ferdinand Foch was. appointed 


Generalissimo. His powers were limited, and although they 
increased in time, he remained a co-ordinator rather than a 
true commander. Unlike Eisenhower in the next war, he 
lacked a large, integrated staff. Although a French general 
Foch was not the commander of the French army, which 
remained under Pétain. Thus the BEF was not placed 
directly under the French army. Foch made an important 
contribution to Allied victory in 1918. He had wide strategic 
vision over the whole Western Front and indeed beyond, and 
behaved as a true coalition commander, placing himself 
above narrow national interests. Whereas the SWC was ‘an 
organ of consultation and study’, Foch saw his role as to act 
as ‘a higher organ of command, which can at all times 
defend the general plan adopted as against personal 
inclinations and individual interests, and take’ rapid 
decisions and get them carried out without any loss of 
time.’[201] ‘Thank goodness we have got a central authority 
to fight the battle as a whole’, a senior British officer 
commented in April 1918.[202] 

The command system that emerged on the Western Front 
in 1918 was imperfect, but it worked effectively enough. 
Coalitions tend to be most effective when one partner is 
much more powerful than the others are, and acts as a 
‘framework’ for the alliance - the United States served this 
function during the 1990-1 Gulf War. The events of 1918 
perhaps offer a model of how a future coalition might 
operate in the absence of an overwhelmingly powerful 
national force, where the partners are of approximately 
equal weight - by no means an impossible situation in the 
strategic environment of the early twenty-first century. 

One almost entirely unexpected consequence of the 
massive expansion of Britain’s armed forces was that by 
1918 the BEF had itself become a coalition force. During 
1916-17 the various Dominion contingents emerged as 
powerful and elite formations, with a consequent spur to 
nationalism. The Canadian and Australian Corps, the New 


Zealand Division and the South African Brigade were not 
true national armies in that they were not were self- 
contained. They had a symbiotic relationship with the BEF 
as a whole, with the British supplying most of the logistic 
backup, much of the artillery and all of the tanks that 
Supported the Dominion troops’ actions in 1916-18.[203] 
However by 1918 the Australians and Canadians, in 
particular, could and did demand to be treated as ‘junior but 
sovereign allies’[204] by British high command and 
government. On the whole the British accepted the situation 
and adjusted to it. Whether they would have been as 
receptive if the Dominion troops and commanders had not 
so emphatically proved their worth on the battlefield is an 
unanswerable question. 

It is easy to pick holes in the Entente coalition, perhaps by 
citing a juicy quote in which a senior politician or general 
expresses rude sentiments about an ally. Such comments 
are not difficult to find.[205] The coalition was never as 
harmonious or close-knit a coalition as the Anglo-American 
alliance of 1941-45, which itself had its fair share of 
dissension and infighting, and it is true to say it fell apart 
Shortly after the defeat of Germany, with momentous 
consequences for the future peace of Europe. Yet in 
comparison with the Anglo-French coalition of 1939-40, 
which collapsed in military defeat and mutual rancour, it 
was almost an example of sweetness and light. Most 
importantly, one should never lose sight of the fact that the 
coalition actually worked. The ad hoc alliances of 1914-18 
deserve to be judged on results, and in accomplishing the 
military defeat of the Central Powers the coalition was 
undeniably effective, in spite of the disadvantages that may 
have accrued to individual members. 

The Collapse of Kitchener’s Strategy 

One of the casualties of the pressures of coalition warfare 
was Kitchener’s strategy of holding back his forces to enable 
them to make a grand entrance in 1917. The reality, as 


Kitchener admitted on 20 August 1915, just twelve months 
into the war, was that ‘unfortunately we had to make war as 
we must, and not as we should like to’.[206] Contrary to 
some pre-war assumptions, Britain did not have a ‘free 
hand’ in devising its strategy. 

By August 1915 France had_ suffered horrendous 
casualties and was, understandably, demanding more 
action from the British. The BEF was being asked to take 
over ever further stretches of trench, and to conduct 
offensives in support of the French troops’ own efforts. At 
the same time, the Germans were having alarming success 
against Russia, whose armies were being quickly driven out 
of Poland. The Allies had to attack in the West, if only to 
attempt (not entirely successfully) to pin German forces 
there and relieve the pressure on their eastern ally. The 
British had to commit their newly-raised divisions to the 
Western Front rather than keep them at home. Quite simply, 
France and Russia were unable to resist the Germans 
without substantial support from British forces actually on 
the ground. Thus in September the BEF was committed to 
fight the Battle of Loos, in which for the first time, divisions 
of Kitchener’s Army fought in a major action on the Western 
Front. 

The pressures were political as well as military. British 
forces also had to be sent to the Western Front to send out 
the right signals, to demonstrate to their allies that 
‘Perfidious Albion’ was indeed committed to the war. Britain 
had to commit more than just ships and treasure to the war 
effort. She had to send troops, lots of them, and to take on 
her share of the burden of fighting. This was the inescapable 
reality of coalition warfare. 

Just as in 1915 Kitchener was forced to change his 
strategy, so a wider transition was taking place as the 
nature of the British war effort moved from being essentially 
limited to being essentially total. The fundamental divide 
during 1915 among the British decision-making elite has 


usually been depicted as being between the ‘Westerners’, 
those committed to fighting in France and Belgium, and the 
‘Easterners’ who wished to use seapower to fight elsewhere. 
This perception has disguised the real fault-line, which was 
between proponents of ‘business as usual’ - that is, a 
limited commitment to the war - and the total warriors. The 
former included Reginald McKenna and Walter Runciman, 
respectively Chancellor of the Exchequer and President of 
the Board of Trade in Asquith’s Coalition.[207] Both men, 
who had major responsibilities for the British economy, 
wanted to aid Britain’s allies with seapower and financial 
and economic muscle, while keeping the BEF small. The 
latter included David Lloyd George, the Minister of 
Munitions, and General Sir William Robertson, who became 
Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS) at the end of the 
year. They were poles apart on many issues, but shared the 
belief that only by total mobilisation of Britain’s population 
and economy, as well as the army and navy, could the war 
be won. 

Events in 1915 and 1916 weakened the position of the 
‘business as usual’ school. In August 1915, a particularly 
important month in the evolution of British strategy, the 
landings at Suvla Bay failed to reinvigorate the Gallipoli 
Campaign, and the disappointment at the Dardanelles 
undermined the credibility of a maritime strategy as a real 
alternative to the Western Front. In the same summer 
month the Germans won a substantial victory over the 
Russians in Poland. It was clear that nothing but a total 
commitment by Britain to the war could save the coalition. 
This itself presented new problems to the British. In spite of 
massive economic mobilisation at home, the demands of 
the expanded war effort could only be satisfied by placing 
orders for munitions and other supplies in the USA, but in 
August 1915 bankers warned that Britain was running out of 
dollars to pay for them.[208] 


The fears of conservatives like Runciman and McKenna 
that total war spelled economic ruin were exaggerated, but 
the consequences were nonetheless serious. The First World 
War weakened Britain’s economy, and escalated the process 
by which the USA replaced Britain as a major economic 
power.[209] The likes of Lloyd George were aware of the 
risks that total war involved. Ultimately, they took the 
decision that the prospect of a German victory was even 
worse. In 1940, another British cabinet was confronted with 
a similar dilemma: fight on and risk bankruptcy, or 
acquiesce in a German victory. In both world wars British 
leaders took the difficult decision to wage total war at any 
cost to Britain’s position in the world. 

The Legacy of Nelson: the Role of the Royal Navy in 
British Strategy 

When the First World War began, many people confidently 
expected that the Royal Navy would quickly take on and 
destroy the German fleet in a decisive naval battle. Since 
1843, a statue of Lord Nelson has towered 162 feet above 
central London. The very name of its location, Trafalgar 
Square, is a permanent reminder of Nelson’s final and 
greatest victory, won over the combined French and Spanish 
fleets on 21 October 1805. Just as Nelson’s Column looms 
over one of London’s most famous open spaces, so in 1914 
Nelson’s legacy dominated both the British nation and the 
Royal Navy. Nelson had bequeathed a diet of victory. His 
navy had handed Britain more than a century of supremacy 
at sea, and ushered in the period of Pax Britannica, in which 
the British Empire had grown to unparalleled size and 
prosperity. 

In the 1890s Nelson’s methods found a new interpreter in 
the shape of Alfred Thayer Mahan, an officer of the United 
States Navy. Mahan’s theories, or at least how they were 
interpreted by contemporaries, were founded upon ‘the 
command of the sea’, which could be achieved by the most 
powerful battlefleet. This bestowed, he wrote, ‘possession of 


that overbearing power on the sea which drives the 
enemy’s flag from it, or allows it to appear only as a 
fugitive; and by which, by controlling the great common, 
closes the highways by which commerce moves to and from 
the enemy shores.’[210] 

Mahan’s influence reached far beyond a narrow circle of 
naval officers. His theories contributed to an explosion of 
popular interest in things naval, in his own country, in 
Germany, where the Kaiser was an admirer, and in Britain. 

On the centenary of Nelson’s final battle, a novel entitled 
Trafalgar Refought appeared in which Britain’s greatest 
naval hero commanded a modern battlefleet.[211] But when 
the Great War broke out nine years later, the British public 
was to be sorely disappointed in its expectation of the Royal 
Navy winning a swift Nelsonic victory over the German fleet. 
Instead, there was a series of losses of ships to mine and 
torpedo, and outright failures such as the escape in 1914 of 
the German warships Goeben and Breslau through the 
Mediterranean to neutral Turkey (which played a significant 
role in bringing the Turks into the war against the Allies). 
The one occasion on which the major fleets of Britain and 
Germany came in to contact, off Jutland on 31 May 1916, 
exposed the Royal Navy’s’ tactical and _ doctrinal 
shortcomings. Sir David Beatty, the commander of the Royal 
Navy’s battlecruisers, memorably commented as he saw 
British ships blowing up and sinking, ‘‘There seems to be 
something wrong with our bloody ships today’.[212] Most 
serious of all, the German campaign of unrestricted 
Submarine warfare, which concentrated on sinking merchant 
Shipping bound for the British Isles, came close in early 
1917 to starving Britain into submission, and the Royal 
Navy, the world’s most powerful fleet, had seemed 
powerless to prevent it. The U-boat threat was only 
mastered by the use of convoys, a system that many naval 
officers associated with the long gone days of sail, and 
fought hard against its reintroduction in 1917. 


Technology, and the use made of it, helps to explain why 
the Royal Navy’s performance fell so far short of popular 
expectation. Between Trafalgar and Jutland warships 
underwent change for which, for once, that overworked 
word ‘revolution’ is entirely appropriate. In place of the 
wooden-walled sailing vessels armed with muzzle-loading 
smooth bore cannon that conducted battles within boarding 
range, were armoured, steam-powered vessels equipped 
with modern guns. In 1906, only eight years before the 
beginning of the Great War, Admiral Jacky Fisher introduced 
a new type of battleship, named after the first of its class, 
HMS Dreadnought. Dreadnoughts were fast battleships 
armed entirely with big guns; the super-dreadnought HMS 
Queen Elizabeth, which saw service in the First World War, 
had eight 15-inch guns that fired 1,920-pound shells out to 
23,000 yards. Dreadnoughts made battleships of the 
previous era, of which the Royal Navy had more than 
anyone else, obsolete. The resulting race to _ build 
Dreadnoughts meant that each ship was more valuable than 
ever; Britain’s naval security depended on a smaller number 
of ships. 

The advance in naval technology was not confined to 
battleships. As the outbreak of war in 1914 demonstrated, 
expensive warships were vulnerable to the _ relatively 
inexpensive shell, mine and torpedo, the latter forming a 
particularly potent combination with the submarine. The 
battlecruiser, effectively a battleship with additional speed 
provided by _ sacrificing armoured protection, proved 
especially vulnerable. Even worse, in small actions such as 
the Battle of Dogger Bank (January 1915), the German navy 
Showed worrying signs of tactical effectiveness, while on 
occasions the Royal Navy demonstrated the contrary. The 
German fleet commanders recognised that given their 
numerical inferiority, their best strategy was one of attrition, 
to try to catch fragments of the British Grand Fleet and 


destroy them and thus gradually reduce the Royal Navy’s 
numerical superiority. 

The Royal Navy had every reason to avoid playing to their 
opponent’s strengths. The technical skill of the German 
navy could not cancel out the massive advantage dealt to 
the British by geography. The British Isles blocked 
Germany’s access to the wider oceans. As long as the Royal 
Navy could deny the English Channel and the Atlantic Ocean 
to the German fleet, it was achieving strategic success. For 
the British, Jutland was a tactical shock but a strategic 
victory. Like the German army on the Somme, the Kaiser’s 
fleet had acquitted itself well but had no desire to repeat 
the experience. Admiral Scheer, the commander of the 
German fleet, drew the conclusion from Jutland that the only 
hope of a German victory in the foreseeable future lay not in 
another major fleet action, but in the ‘crushing of English 
economic life’ through the resumption of unrestricted U-boat 
warfare.[213] This path was to prove ultimately disastrous 
for Germany. An American newspaper caught’ the 
significance of the battle when it wrote ‘The German Fleet 
has assaulted its jailor; but it is still in jail’.[214] Put simply, 
the British did not need to defeat the Germans in battle. 
Even to give battle was to incur a huge risk. Bottled up in 
ports at home, the German navy was helpless to prevent 
the destruction of its extra-European commerce and 
warships, and most of its colonies being mopped up by 
Britain and her allies. 

More importantly, simply by remaining unbeaten, the 
Royal Navy guaranteed British security. This was the 
foundation upon which rested the Allied victory in the First 
World War. From the very beginning of the war, when the 
Royal Navy enabled the BEF to be transported to France 
without being hindered by the Germans, its command of the 
Channel was essential for the Allied war effort. Haig’s army 
on the Western Front was dependent on the Royal Navy for 
its supplies, just as Wellington’s forces in the Iberian 


peninsula had been a century earlier. Similarly, the fighting 
and winning of the (First) Battle of the Atlantic against the 
U-Boat threat by the Royal Navy, supplemented by part of 
the US fleet, was an essential precondition for victory on 
land. If the Atlantic had been closed to Allied and neutral 
Shipping, merchant vessels could not have carried the 
foodstuffs and munitions that kept Britain in the war, nor 
could American troops have been transported to Europe. 
Nevertheless, as in previous conflicts, an enemy in 
possession of the Low Countries posed a major threat to the 
Royal Navy’s ability to protect the homeland and Sea Lines 
of Communications (SLOCs) across the Channel. One of the 
bloodiest battles of the war - Passchendaele - was 
motivated in part by the hope of clearing the Channel coast 
of U-boat bases. The Admiralty retained grave worries about 
the German naval threat. As a leading naval historian has 
recently written, the operations of German submarines, 
aircraft, destroyers and smaller craft ‘were significant, not 
so much for the damage they actually inflicted, but as a 
warning of what might happen if the Germans were ever 
able to concentrate more resources in that vital area. Britain 
would lose the war, if it lost the Channel.’[215] In the spring 
and summer of 1917, the German submarine campaign 
seemed to be on the verge of cutting the link across the 
Atlantic and thus forcing Britain out of the war. On 18 June 
1917 Jellicoe, the First Sea Lord wrote a memorandum to the 
War Policy Committee in which he painted a gloomy picture 
of the options open to the Germans, should they chose to 
exploit their position in the Channel. Contending that the 
Belgian coast had to be recaptured to forestall any 
possibility of Germany holding onto it as the result of a 
compromise peace, Jellicoe argued for ‘the absolute 
necessity of turning the Germans out of northern Belgium at 
the earliest possible moment. It must be done during the 
present summer: every day that we wait the difficulties will 


increase, and every day that we wait the threat from both 
sea and air becomes greater.’ 

Jellicoe explicitly recognised that the Royal Navy needed 
the support of ground troops to eject the Germans from 
Belgium: ‘The operation cannot be carried out by the navy 
alone, but it can be carried out as a joint business.’[216] 

Naval concern with the Belgian coast did not end in 1917. 
On St. George’s Day, 23 April 1918, the aggressive 
commander of the Dover Patrol, Admiral Roger Keyes, 
raided the port of Zeebrugge in an attempt to deny it to 
German U-boats by sinking blockships and destroying port 
facilities. Neither this operation, nor a subsequent raid on 
Ostend (10 May) was particularly successful, but they had 
great value aS propaganda and boosted British morale 
during the difficult days of the German spring offensive. 
These actions were satisfyingly Nelsonic, and did wonders 
for the self-esteem of the Royal Navy. As a _ recent 
authoritative history has concluded, ‘German bases in 
Flanders, despite their strategic location in the “cockpit of 
Europe” ... did not really fulfil their potential.’[217] 

This is not to say that British fears about the Belgian coast 
were misplaced; still less that entering the war in the first 
place was a mistake. The circumstances of a long land war 
meant that the Germans were never able to capitalise on 
the conquest of the Belgian coast by developing their naval 
threat to Britain. Their priorities lay elsewhere. However, a 
genuine threat it remained. One solid achievement of the 
British and Allied land forces in September-October 1918 
was to compel the Germans to abandon their naval bases in 
Belgium. With the Flanders coast once again in friendly 
hands, the British had fulfilled one of their principal 
objectives in going to war. In 1918, as in 1583, Flanders was 
the counterscarp of British security. 

Writing in the 1930s Basil Liddell Hart asserted that the 
Allied naval blockade ‘ranks first’ in the reasons for the 
defeat of Germany.[218] He provided little in the way of 


analysis to substantiate this claim, which formed part of his 
crusade against British strategy in the Great War. 
Nonetheless, the blockade clearly was important. A recent 
and more sober assessment argues that while the blockade 
had little direct impact on the ability of the German armed 
forces to fight, it had ‘a social and psychological and, 
therefore, a political impact on Germany ... that helped 
undermine ... [its] ability to wage total war.’ The blockade 
was instrumental in reducing the food available to the 
German population. In 1918 293,000 German civilians died 
as a result of the blockade. Food riots broke out, and sharp 
divisions opened between the ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’: it 
was easier to obtain food in the country than in the cities, 
and the rations of workers in munitions factories were 
Superior to those of other workers.[219] Eventually the 
blockade did in fact have a direct impact on the battlefield; 
for instance, worries about how families at home were faring 
contributed to the weakening of German soldiers’ morale. 

The recent use of sanctions against Iraq and Yugoslavia 
has demonstrated all too clearly that an economic blockade 
is a weapon for the long run. In the Great War, blockade 
complemented the defeat of the Central Powers on the 
battlefield but it could not have replaced it. Had Britain 
relied on the Royal Navy to win the war by blockade while 
sending a token force to France, the most likely result would 
have been a German military victory over the outnumbered 
Allies long before the blockade had any significant effect. 
This is not to underestimate the importance of the Allied 
blockade - which was fundamental - but rather to recognise 
that it could only succeed as part of a wider strategy. 

The end of the war at sea, when it came, was a 
disappointment to many British sailors. They had waited in 
vain for a new Trafalgar. ‘I did not see the surrender of the 
German Fleet at Scapa Flow, and | was glad of it,’ wrote one 
officer; such ‘humiliation ... was no fitting end for such men 
and such ships’.[220] The debate on the performance of 


British admirals in the Great War was never as fierce as that 
on British generalship, but some naval commanders stood 
condemned for their lacklustre performance, particularly for 
their failure to win a ‘decisive’ victory at Jutland, the one 
major fleet action of the war.[221] In reality, between the 
years 1914 and 1918 the British fleet achieved a success as 
decisive as any in its history. British and latterly American 
maritime power laid the foundations for eventual victory. For 
the Royal Navy, as for the British army, the Great War 
remains a largely forgotten victory. 

‘Side-shows’ and Strategy 

The one major attempt to use British seapower to outflank 
the Western Front came in 1915. In March-April of that year 
the Allies attempted to seize the Turkish Straits. This would 
have allowed them to pass a fleet through the narrow 
waters that separate Europe from Asia, and thus threaten 
Constantinople, the capital of the Ottoman Empire. The idea 
behind the Dardanelles or ‘Gallipoli’ campaign, which 
Originally came from Winston Churchill, earns high marks 
from the point of view of modern military doctrine.[222] It 
was expeditionary, making use of Britain’s naval assets in 
combination with land power, and ‘manoeuvrist’, seeking to 
avoid enemy strengths (on the Western Front) and land a 
heavy blow that would shatter the cohesion of the Central 
Powers alliance by knocking Turkey out of the war. It was 
even, in best manoeuvrist fashion, aimed at Turkey’s centre 
of gravity: the seizure of Constantinople would have made it 
difficult, if not impossible, for Turkey to continue to fight. It 
is not surprising that Gallipoli is still studied in staff colleges 
across the world. 

Fifteen years after the campaign, a senior officer who 
participated in its latter stages commented that ‘Mr. 
Winston Churchill’s conception was magnificent’. However, 
the same officer also stated that ‘it was the most damnable 
folly that ever amateurs were enticed into.’[223] Brilliant as 
the conception might have been, its execution left much to 


be desired. A carefully planned joint military/naval assault 
might have succeeded, although the odds against it were 
formidable. Lord Kitchener originally refused to commit 
troops to the operation, so the Royal Navy attempted the 
operation without the support of ground forces. Lacking 
troops to attack shore batteries from the land and losing 
warships to mines, the initial attempt on 18 March to force 
ships through the Straits was a failure. Even if the Fleet had 
got through it this would not have guaranteed a victory, for 
it is far from clear how a naval force that lacked a 
substantial body of soldiers could capture the city of 
Constantinople. It seems that the best hope of success was, 
as Sir Edward Grey admitted, for the arrival of the Anglo- 
French fleet to trigger a coup d’état in the city.[224] The 
‘ships alone’ gambit having failed, troops were sent to carry 
out the fully-fledged joint operation that should have been 
launched in the first place. 

An opposed amphibious landing is one of the most difficult 
acts that any force can be asked to undertake. The action of 
18 March sacrificed any hope of the attackers achieving 
strategic surprise, and lengthened the odds against the 
landings being successful. It would be more accurate to say 
that it further lengthened the odds. It was bad enough that 
the assault of 25 April 1915 was ‘the first time that men had 
ever attacked a coastline defended by the weapons of 
warfare of the industrial age.’[225] Worse, General Sir lan 
Hamilton, the commander of the assault force, was already 
labouring under enormous’ handicaps’ that’ included 
insufficient numbers of troops, poor command and control 
arrangements, a lack of specialised landing craft, and 
chaotic logistic arrangements. All of these problems were in 
addition to the communications problems that beset all 
commanders in the First World War. Once you add to this 
some inept command performances, brave defenders and 
bad luck, it is not surprisingly that the British and Anzac 
troops could do little more than get ashore. There, they 


faced the tactical conditions of the Western Front: a 
stalemate, but in harsher terrain and under a _ burning 
Mediterranean sun. 

One factor that had a decidedly important influence on 
the fate of the Gallipoli campaign, but is rarely mentioned, is 
that it took place in 1915, at the very beginning of the 
British army’s tactical learning curve. This very obvious 
point came to me several years ago, while standing on 
Scimitar Hill, where the British launched a particularly inept 
attack in September 1915. This objective was similar to 
many captured by carefully planned Western’ Front 
offensives in 1917-18. At Gallipoli in 1915, the British troops 
lacked experience, artillery, ammunition, scientific gunnery, 
aircraft, Lewis guns, Stokes mortars, technical and tactical 
know-how - everything, in short, that contributed towards 
the success of the 1917-18 offensives. The exception was 
courage, which the British and Anzac troops had _ in 
abundance; but courage by itself was not enough. 

The fate of the Gallipoli expedition is depressingly familiar 
to anyone who has studied British military history. Like the 
expeditions to Walcheren in 1809, Norway in 1940 and a 
host of others stretching back to the sixteenth century, 
Gallipoli was ‘brilliant in conception’ but ‘lamentable in 
execution’.[226] Even if the 1809 and 1940 expeditions had 
been successful they would have made at best a marginal 
impact on the outcome of the Napoleonic and Second World 
Wars. The balance of probability is that even if Turkey had 
been knocked out of the war in 1915, it would have 
contributed little to defeating Germany, at least in the short 
term. The seizure of Constantinople might have led to a pro- 
Allied Balkan confederacy, which might have opened up a 
viable new front against the Central Powers. But politics, 
geography and logistics would have made it immensely 
difficult to press home the advantage accrued from a victory 
on the periphery of the Central Powers by a direct advance 
into Austria-Hungary. The fate of the Allied expedition to the 


Greek port of Salonika - which was bottled up by a Central 
Powers force from 1915 to 1918 - offers little 
encouragement to the idea of a decisive Balkan campaign. 
Similarly, the opening of the Black Sea would certainly have 
relieved some pressure on the hard-pressed Russians, but it 
is highly unlikely that this, as some have argued, would 
have averted the revolutions of 1917, which grew from a 
combination of military defeat and deep-seated political and 
social problems. 

If a direct attack on the capital offered at least a sporting 
chance of knocking the Ottoman Empire out of the war, the 
Same was emphatically not true of the various campaigns in 
the outlying Turkish provinces. Clearly, the loss of the 
Levant in October 1918 did not help the Turkish cause, but 
as a recent study of Allenby’s campaign in Palestine in 1918 
has argued, the loss of Palestine did not in itself threaten 
the survival of the Turkish Empire. Neither was the Levant a 
realistic springboard for an assault on the Turkish heartland. 
Hundreds of miles of difficult ground lay between Palestine 
and Syria and the Turkish core territories of Asia Minor and 
Constantinople, terrain that would have been a logistician’s 
nightmare and greatly favoured the defender.[227] Indeed, 
when considering ‘Eastern’ options, it was worth reflecting 
on the time and effort expended in building up an efficient 
logistic system in France, an area close to the home base, 
that possessed an existing modern infrastructure. How 
much more difficult would it have been to create a 
comparable system in the Balkans or the Levant?[228] Much 
the same was true of the British campaign in Mesopotamia 
(modern day Iraq), which started in November 1914. The 
key objectives - Basra, the head of Persian Gulf and the 
oilfields - were captured within six months, but the rest of 
the campaign, which encompassed an embarrassing defeat 
at Kut in 1916 and subsequent successful operations to 
restore British prestige, contributed little to enhancing the 


security of the British Empire, and even less to the defeat of 
Germany. 

British Strategy 1916-18[229] 

By the end of 1915 Britain’s difficult financial and 
economic position was contributing to the undermining of 
Kitchener’s strategy. He was not alive to see its collapse. 
Lord Kitchener died in May 1916 when an enemy mine sank 
HMS Hampshire, a cruiser taking him to a meeting in Russia. 
The events of 1916 and 1917 weakened the ability of the 
armies of France and Russia to bear the burden of the 
fighting against Germany. Seven months later the man that 
had appointed Kitchener as Secretary of State for War was 
out of office. Herbert Asquith was by no means a complete 
failure as a wartime Prime Minister. He deserves some credit 
for mobilising Britain’s economy and society to fight a major 
war and dealing with immense and almost entirely 
unforeseen challenges with a large measure of success. 
Many of the developments in_ creating’ effective 
governmental machinery for waging war that have 
customarily been associated with the Lloyd George coalition 
had their origins in the Asquith administrations. Asquith’s 
achievement is all the more striking given that he could not 
concentrate solely on waging war but had to devote a 
substantial proportion of his time to holding together first 
his Liberal government and then a coalition administration. 
Nevertheless, by December 1916 Asquith had _ largely 
forfeited his credibility as a national leader.[230] 

Asquith’s replacement as Prime Minister was another 
Liberal, David Lloyd George. Lloyd George’s style was very 
different to that of his predecessor. The patrician Asquith 
conciliated and facilitated, while the populist Lloyd George 
drove and led. Lloyd George’s dynamism and charisma were 
ideally suited to leadership in what was_ increasingly 
becoming a ‘people’s war’. In that sense his performance is 
comparable to that of his friend and rival Winston Churchill 
in the Second World War. When a contemporary proclaimed 


that ‘Mr. Lloyd George was the man who won the war’,[231] 
his hyperbole contained a strong element of truth: Lloyd 
George’s leadership and organisational skills were indeed 
important elements in the British victory. He introduced a 
small executive War Cabinet, which was a little more 
efficient than its larger precursor, and was well served by 
the secretary of the War Cabinet, Maurice Hankey.[232] Yet 
he never attained the grip on British strategy that Churchill 
achieved between 1940 and 1945, for Lloyd George’s 
position as Prime Minister was a difficult and paradoxical 
one. Lloyd George had made his reputation in peace as a 
Radical and people’s champion, yet by supplanting Asquith 
he split his own party and was sustained in office by the 
Unionists (Conservatives), who recognised his ability to 
wage total war. His Conservative allies limited Lloyd 
George’s room for manoeuvre in dealing with the generals, 
especially Haig, who enjoyed Conservative support. 

A further paradox was that Lloyd George was both a total 
warrior and an instinctive ‘Easterner’, who was genuinely 
horrified by the carnage on the Western Front. This brought 
him into direct conflict with senior soldiers, especially Haig 
and Robertson, who shared the Prime Minister’s belief in 
waging total war but saw the Western Front as the decisive 
theatre. Lloyd George ‘does not agree with Robertson’s 
strategy, & that he thinks the Somme offensive is a ghastly 
failure: but he has made no secret of it; he tells them his 
views openly’ the Secretary of State for War’s personal 
secretary noted on 31 October 1916. ‘Robertson thinks that 
D [i.e. Lloyd George] ought to back him up in everything: D. 
does not think so’.[233] One historian has suggested that 
Lloyd George viewed the generals much as he had seen the 
upper classes and_ industrialists before the war, as 
oppressors of the common people, in this case the ordinary 
soldier.[234] His campaign against Haig and Robertson is 
thus of a piece with his introduction of Old Age Pensions in 
1908 and his 1909 budget, which brought about a clash of 


the ‘peers against the people’. Lloyd George was also well 
aware of the need to feed the war-weary British people ona 
diet of victory. He saw no prospect of triumphs occurring in 
France and Flanders, but on other fronts it was a different 
matter. General Allenby’s capture on 9 December 1917 of 
Jerusalem, with its associations of the Bible and the 
mysterious East was a ‘Christmas present to the British 
nation’, which if nothing else, boosted morale on the home 
front. 

Lloyd George was unable to bend the military to his will. In 
January 1917, and again in the summer, he floated the idea 
of transferring the main Allied effort to Italy, but the 
generals remained stubbornly wedded to the Western Front. 
Frustrated, the Prime Minister turned to subterfuge. At the 
Calais conference in February 1917 he_ unsuccessfully 
conspired to place the BEF under the control of the French 
commander in chief, General Robert Nivelle, for the 
forthcoming campaign. This would have had the effect of 
marginalising Haig, who was at that stage effectively 
unsackable. Not surprisingly, this gambit further poisoned 
the already uneasy relations between the Prime Minister 
and his senior generals. Lloyd George and his Cabinet 
acquiesced in Haig’s ‘Passchendaele’ offensive, despite 
severe reservations. To the end of his days, the Welshman 
would carry the guilt for not having intervened to prevent 
the battle.[235] 

Haig wished to renew the offensive in 1918 but in January 
of that year Lloyd George outflanked him by winning over 
the Supreme War Council to his plan to postpone the next 
major effort on the Western Front until 1919. In the 
meantime the Allies would invest heavily in tanks, 
aeroplanes and guns, and the British would take the 
offensive in Palestine, thus further improving Britain’s geo- 
political situation and gathering up useful bargaining chips 
for the post-war peace conference. The firepower that this 
advanced military technology would supply would be used, 


in combination with the American manpower that would by 
then have been added to the Allied order of battle, to defeat 
the Germans in France and Belgium. This was an 
unashamed Western strategy, but one that would minimise 
the expenditure of British lives. Lloyd George capitalised on 
his strategic success by forcing Robertson’s resignation as 
Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS) in February 1918. 

However, in both cases, the Prime Minister’s triumphs 
proved transitory. The new CIGS, the hyper-political Sir 
Henry Wilson, was a very different character from ‘Wully’ 
but his relationship with Lloyd George was by no means 
easy. More serious were the series of German offensives 
that began in March 1918. These ensured that the BEF 
became involved in fighting so heavy that the ‘butcher’s bill’ 
dwarfed that of Passchendaele. Troops that had been held 
back in Britain in the erroneous belief that Haig had enough 
men to repel a German attack, flooded into France and 
divisions were sent from Palestine to the Western Front. Like 
Kitchener before him, Lloyd George could only stand by and 
watch a carefully crafted and logical strategy destroyed by a 
combination of enemy action and the demands of coalition 
warfare. He, too, learned the bitter lesson that it was a case 
of making ‘war as we must, and not as we should like to’. 

For better or worse, the British main effort in 1918 was 
made on the Western Front. The German attacks were 
defeated by the end of July, and the Allies passed onto the 
offensive. The subsequent successes of the BEF and other 
Allied armies during the ‘Hundred Days’ took Lloyd George 
and Wilson, and even to some extent Haig, by surprise. 
London and GHQ do not appear to have fully grasped either 
the weakness of the German state and army or the military 
effectiveness of the BEF. The German capitulation on 11 
November 1918 rendered plans for campaigns in 1919 and 
1920 redundant. 

British Strategy: Right or Wrong? A Conclusion 


The Allies won the war in November 1918, but could the 
British, as Liddell Hart argued, have employed a quicker, 
less bloody, and more cost-effective strategy to achieve this 
end? The most obvious alternative strategy was to seek a 
compromise peace, but such a thing would only have been 
possible if Germany had been prepared to abandon its 
conquests in the West. A peace concluded on any other 
terms would have amounted to a German victory, with 
unacceptable and highly dangerous consequences for the 
Allies. Given the degree of political and popular will to fight 
on both sides, and that the Entente and the Central Powers 
were roughly evenly matched in their ability to make war, a 
protracted total war was inevitable once the Germans failed 
to win a quick victory in 1914. 

The superficially attractive idea that Britain’s war effort 
should have consisted of seapower, peripheral campaigns 
and financial support to her allies falls foul of events in the 
real world. Such a strategy of limited commitment rather 
than total war would almost certainly have resulted in a 
German victory: the Entente needed total British 
commitment just to stave off defeat. In 1915-17 the French 
and Russian armies came under enormous pressure, forcing 
Britain to commit her mass army to battle, and Britain 
became increasingly economically beholden to the United 
States. The support of American industry and finance, more 
so than American troops, was of critical importance in 
deciding the war in the Allies’ favour. In the long term, the 
British strategy of total war did much to undermine British 
power, a process that was accelerated and completed by 
the Second World War. The alternative, acquiescing in a 
German victory in either war, was even less palatable. The 
adoption of a strategy of total war was undoubtedly the 
correct decision. 

Strategy is a complex matter, no more so than in 1914-18. 
An ‘Eastern’ strategy had to exist alongside a ‘Western’ 
strategy, aS Robertson, allegedly the Westerner par 


excellence, fully recognised. War after all is a_ political 
instrument, and the British government saw it in the 
national interest to expand the Empire in the Middle East, 
[236] to support the French, the prime movers behind the 
Salonika campaign, in the interests of coalition solidarity, 
and to send divisions to prop their Italian ally after the 
military disaster at Caporetto (October-November 1917) 
[237]. But these operations made a minimal contribution to 
defeating the main enemy, Germany. As a student of the 
war commented in the 1930s, ‘To the contention that our 
true strategy would have been to find a way round, it is 
replied that there was no way round, or, if there was, it was 
not in fact the shortest way home.’[238] 

In 1942, Britain was pursuing a strategy akin to Liddell 
Hart’s ideal of a ‘British Way in Warfare’. Excluded from the 
continent after the defeat in France and the Low Countries 
in May-June 1940, British forces had occupied vast tracts of 
Italian colonial territory, and were conducting small scale 
operations in the Mediterranean, combined with a naval 
blockade, raids launched from the sea on enemy-occupied 
Europe, and a logical extension of a traditional strategy, a 
strategic bombing campaign. In that month George Orwell, 
the socialist political commentator and novelist - and a 
perceptive military critic - pointed out the fatal flaw in 
Liddell Hart’s strategy: that it assumed an essentially limited 
war, fought against an opponent who also operated within 
the same basic parameters.[239] These conditions did not 
pertain to either of the twentieth century struggles against 
Germany. Both of these conflicts were decidedly unlimited. 

In both wars British seapower was absolutely vital, but it 
was not sufficient in itself to bring about victory. Such wars 
demanded a major commitment of ground forces to grind 
down the enemy armies, as had the wars against Napoleon 
a century before. Against Napoleonic France, Britain’s allies, 
Russia, Prussia, and Austria, had provided the bulk of the 
armies to do the fighting, killing and dying. Between 1941- 


45 the Soviet Red Army was to fulfil the same role. In the 
years 1914-17, the anti-German coalition was not strong 
enough to let the British off the hook of putting a large army 
in the field, although their allies bore the burden of the 
fighting on land for the first two and a half years, giving 
them time to raise a mass army. Moreover, the BEF was 
unable to pursue a strategy completely independent of her 
allies. 

To have withheld forces from the Western Front would 
have risked, at worst France being defeated and the BEF 
being forced into a Dunkirk-style evacuation twenty-five 
years early, with the grim prospect of fighting on alone. One 
can certainly debate whether best use of made of the BEF, 
whether battles could have been conducted more 
competently and whether the ‘butcher’s bill’ could have 
been held down. That is a separate issue from the stark 
reality that Britain had no alternative to committing a large 
force to the Western Front. 

British strategy in the First World War must ultimately be 
judged a success. Seapower laid the groundwork for 
eventual victory. Campaigns outside Europe enlarged and to 
some extent increased the security of the British Empire. 
[240] The BEF played a pivotal role in defeating the main 
enemy in the decisive theatre of operations. British strategy 
was successful in another sense as well; it waged a total 
war without damaging the essentially liberal and democratic 
nature of the British state. There were clashes between 
soldiers and politicians, some apparently serious. Lloyd 
George professed to believe in the dangers of a military 
dictatorship, and there was indeed some politicking by 
soldiers.[241] But ultimately civilian politicians controlled 
strategy, in partnership, however uneasily, with soldiers. 
The most visible intervention of a soldier into politics came 
in May 1918, when Major General Sir Frederick Maurice 
published a letter accusing Lloyd George of lying to 
parliament over the numbers of troops available to Haig at 


the beginning of 1918. Maurice’s motivation was his 
concern for the wellbeing of the army, not an attempt to 
undermine Lloyd George’s government; and his peers, 
including Haig and the highly ‘political’ Henry Wilson, 
frowned upon his actions. British soldiers came from a 
different military tradition from Hindenburg and Ludendorff, 
who effectively took control of the German government, 
usurping the authority of civilian politicians and reducing 
the Kaiser to impotence.[242] 

Clausewitz wisely observed that ‘everything in strategy is 
very simple, but that does not mean that everything is very 
easy’. The elements of British strategy were essentially 
uncomplicated, but gaining agreement on strategy and then 
putting it into practice was anything but straightforward. To 
take but one example, the gains made by capturing Turkish 
territory in the Middle East had to be balanced against a 
possible weakening of the effort against Germany. British 
and Allied strategy in the First World War was on occasion 
wasteful and even incompetent, but ultimately proved less 
wasteful and incompetent than that of Germany and the 
Central Powers. In the end, this was what mattered. As a 
modern writer has recently pointed out ‘to succeed in 
strategy... all that is required is performing well enough to 
beat an enemy. You do not have to win elegantly; you just 
have to win’.[243] 


Chapter 5: The Emergence of Trench Warfare, 
1914-15 


The armies of Germany, France and Britain went to war in 
August 1914 believing that the coming conflict would be 
bloody but swift and decisive. Instead, within three months 
the offensive strategies of the all three armies had failed, 
and the Western Front was deadlocked. Why did it take so 
long, and cost so many lives, for this ‘trenchlock’ to be 
broken? 

The answer often given is the sheer stupidity of the 
generals. A.J.P. Taylor wrote that Allied and German 
commanders ‘stared’ at the trenches ‘impotently and 
without understanding. They went on staring for nearly four 
years.’[244] In his acclaimed study, On the Psychology of 
Military Incompetence, Professor Norman Dixon quoted 
Taylor’s view approvingly and added: ‘Only the most 
blinkered could deny that the First World War exemplified 
every aspect of high-level military incompetence. For sheer 
lack of imaginative leadership, inept decisions, ignoring of 
military intelligence, underestimation of the enemy, 
delusional optimism and monumental wastage of human 
resources it has surely never had its equal.’[245] 

The generals are condemned not only for their conduct of 
the war, for failing to adapt to new conditions, but also for 
failing to anticipate, before 1914, the nature of future war. 
The social background and political affiliations of senior 
officers, according to a common view, rendered them 
incapable of understanding the revolutionary changes that 
advanced technology in the shape of the machine gun and 
modern artillery had brought to the battlefield. Before 
examining the fairness of these deeply-held views, we need 
to examine the brief phase of open warfare in 1914. 


Mons and Le Cateau 


Within days of the BEF concentrating on the left of the 
French Fifth Army in August 1914, the British soldiers 
discovered the hard way that this placed them directly in 
the path of General von Kluck’s advancing German First 
Army. The Schlieffen Plan had launched seven armies 
against France. The operation took the form of a 
Kesselschlacht, or battle of encirclement, with the armies 
attempting to loop round Paris, surround the French forces, 
and crush them. On 23 August 1914 British Il Corps, under 
Smith-Dorrien, won a clear defensive victory. Holding the 
line of the Mons-Condé Canal, the accuracy of their rifle fire 
halted the German attackers for the loss of 1,600 British 
soldiers. These casualties, shocking at the time, were to be 
dwarfed by what was to come. That night the BEF slipped 
away and joined in the general Allied retreat in this sector. 
The Germans close on his heels, Smith-Dorrien turned and 
fought another defensive action at Le Cateau on 26 August. 

Le Cateau was also a British defensive success, although 
the casualties were much heavier: over 7,000 men. 
Nevertheless, the blow to the Germans was severe enough 
to give the BEF a head start in the retreat that followed. Le 
Cateau was the last Napoleonic-style battle fought by the 
British army. For the last time the guns of the Royal Artillery 
were pushed up among the infantry, resulting in the loss of 
38 pieces when the Germans overran the positions. In 
future, artillery would be held further back, relying on 
forward observers to direct fire. A constant feature of Great 
War battles, the inadequacy of communications, led to 
unnecessary losses. At the village of Audencourt the Gordon 
Highlanders failed to see the visual signal to retire, leaving 
them holding the line until they were overwhelmed, long 
after the rest of the British army had fallen back. The 
Germans, too, suffered heavy losses from attacking in dense 


formations that made easy targets for British artillery, rifle 
and machine gun fire. Similarly, on other sectors of the 
Front, the French armies were counting the _ horrific 
consequences of their ‘Plan XVII’ based on the all-out 
offensive. Thus by the end of the first month of the Great 
War, both sides were having to rethink their tactical 
methods in the light of combat experience. 


The Beginnings of Trench Warfare 


The apparently remorseless German advance and Allied 
retreat ended on 5-6 September 1914. Kluck, enveloped in 
the fog of war, believed that the BEF and French Fifth Army 
were beaten and decided to wheel and pass to the east 
rather than the west of Paris, thus exposing his flank to a 
counterstroke from the city. The subsequent Battle of the 
Marne disrupted the German advance, forcing a retirement 
to the River Aisne. It was a major victory for the Allies, who 
now held the initiative. The BEF’s advance after the Marne 
took them across the River Aisne in the area of Soissons. An 
officer of the South Staffordshire Regiment recalled that 
while advancing ‘up the wooded slopes on the far side of 
the river we came under heavy artillery fire and it was soon 
clear that this was going to be more than a rearguard 
action. The advance soon came to a standstill and we were 
left to cling rather precariously to positions which were 
seldom more than a mile from the river.’ 

The village that had been the South Staffords’ objective 
‘remained in German hands for the next four years’. Trench 
warfare had begun, but at this stage ‘the lines were by no 
means continuous and one could get a lot of fun patrolling; 
the country was well wooded and it was easy to penetrate 
behind the enemy’s lines either by day or night’.[246] 

On 15 September Joffre recognised that the campaign was 
‘no longer a question of pursuit, but of methodical attack’. 
[247]. On the following day, after 48 hours of fruitless 
assaults, the British began to dig in. Thus, for the British 
army, the trench warfare phase of the First World War began 
on 16 September 1914. It was not to end until 21 March 
1918. 

The war of movement was not entirely dead. The Germans 
and French began what is misleadingly known as the ‘race 
to the sea’ as each side attempted to turn each other’s 


northern flank. Having been transported north from the 
Aisne, the BEF played a major role in the First Battle of 
Ypres, the climax of mobile warfare in the West. The Belgian 
city of Ypres was a key communications centre, dangerously 
close to the coast from the British perspective. If it fell to 
the Germans, they could roll up the Allied line and cut off 
the BEF from the sea. Bad as the fighting on the Retreat and 
the Aisne had been, First Ypres was worse, an attritional 
struggle dominated by artillery. The Allies weathered two 
major crises, on 31 October and 11 November. The line held, 
but only just. Many generals had anticipated a decisive war 
of movement, but, at the end of 1914 commanders were 
faced with a trenchbound Western Front and the prospect of 
a protracted war of attrition. 

The Firepower Revolution, 1815-1914 

This tactical deadlock was not an aberration but the 
inevitable product of military and _ technological 
developments over the previous century. Ninety-nine years 
before the outbreak of the First World War, the armies of 
Napoleon, Wellington and Blucher clashed at the joint 
battles of Waterloo and Wavre. At this battle, the infantry 
were armed with muskets with a maximum range of 200 
yards and an effective range of just 50. Smoothbore, 
muzzle-loading artillery fired solid cannonballs a maximum 
of about one mile. Infantry manoeuvred and often assaulted 
in dense columns. For defensive action against other 
infantry, foot soldiers would deploy into a two-or three-deep 
line to maximise firepower. Faced with charging cavalry, 
infantry would adopt a ‘square’ formation that had no 
vulnerable flanks. For infantry to be caught in line by sword- 
or lance-armed cavalry was almost invariably disastrous. 

In the decades that followed Waterloo firearms underwent 
a revolution. The principle of rifling - putting grooves into 
the barrel of the musket or cannon to make the projectile 
spin in flight, thus increasing both the range and accuracy - 
had been known for many years. Various technological 


developments made it possible to produce weapons that 
were able to supplant their smoothbore predecessors. The 
invention of breachloading weapons speeded up the rate of 
fire - the extra time previously taken to ram the ball down 
the muzzle of the rifle had been a major disadvantage. In 
addition, the development of various explosive shells 
dramatically increased the effectiveness of weapons. They 
were now able to kill more accurately at greater ranges than 
ever before. 

Three examples may serve to illustrate this point. In 1854, 
during the Battle of Balaklava, the 93rd Highlanders halted 
an attack by Russian cavalry by the firepower of their rifles. 
Significantly, this action became known as the ‘Thin Red 
Line’; had it occurred thirty years earlier, the 93rd would 
have formed square. Nine years later, on 3 July 1863, the 
Army of Northern Virginia’s assault on the Federal centre at 
Gettysburg - immortalised as Pickett’s Charge - was bloodily 
repulsed, and at Gravelotte-St. Privat in 1870 the Prussian 
Guard Corps met a similar fate at the hands of the French. 
Heroism availed little in the face of determined defenders 
armed with modern weapons, especially if the attacker 
assaulted frontally in dense formations. [248] 

By 1914 weapons were significantly more powerful than 
those used in the Crimea and the American Civil War. 
Artillery had enormously improved destructive power, 
range, and accuracy. Rates of fire were enhanced by the 
adoption of a hydraulic system, which absorbed the recoil of 
the gun, ensuring that it did not have to be re-laid (i.e. 
pointed accurately towards the target), after every shell was 
fired. The Royal Artillery’s order of battle included the 18- 
pounder (pdr) field gun, with a range of 6,525 yards and a 
4.5-inch howitzer, which fired high-trajectory shots out to 
7,300 yards. The 60pdr heavy gun had a range of 12,300 
yards. Above the 60-pdr was a series of siege howitzers and 
guns of various calibres, the heaviest mounted on railway 
flatcars. The standard British rifle, the .303-inch Short 


Magazine Lee-Enfield (SMLE), was a bolt-action repeater 
with an effective range of approximately 600 and a 
maximum of 2,500 yards. In the hands of a well-trained 
soldier, the SMLE could produce fifteen aimed shots in a 
‘mad minute’; otherwise five rounds was more normal. The 
standard machine gun was the .303 Vickers, with a range of 
2,000 yards and a rate of fire of 250 rounds per minute. 
From December 1914 onwards, an automatic rifle or light 
machine gun, the Lewis Gun (named after its American 
inventor), was used by the BEF, although it only became 
available in large numbers during the course of 1915.[249] 
The German and French armies had broadly comparable 
weapons. 

The artillery piece, not the machine gun, was the most 
dangerous weapon in the Great War. The German 77mm 
Shell, the equivalent of the 18-pounder, shattered into 500 
splinters, each a potentially lethal projectile. Some 59 per 
cent of all wounds inflicted on British soldiers came from 
Shellfire, including trench mortars; machine gun and rifle 
bullets accounted for about 39 per cent. The lethality of 
artillery can be judged by the fact that in France and 
Flanders, a wounded man was ‘three times as likely to die 
as a result of a shell wound to the chest as of a bullet 
wound.’[250] 

Did the events of 1914 demonstrate that the generals of 
Europe had been blind to the lessons of recent wars, and 
thus had failed to anticipate the conditions at the beginning 
of the First World War? At first sight the answer would 
appear to be ‘yes’, especially given the seemingly prescient 
observations of a civilian, a Polish-Jewish banker, I.S. Bloch. 
In a-five volume work, of which the first volume was 
translated into English under the title /s War Impossible? 
(1899) Bloch argued that the power of modern weapons 
made deadlock inevitable. Some generals shared Bloch’s 
views. One such was Lord Kitchener. In a letter of 1908 he 
predicted that a major clash between France and Germany 


would result in stalemated trench warfare, and that the war 
would be decided by the ‘last million’ men that Britain put 
into the field.[251] 

But the majority of military men had drawn a rather 
different conclusion from conflicts such as the Boer War 
(1899-1902) and Russo-Japanese War (1904-05). In the 
latter the Japanese attackers succeeded, at the cost of huge 
losses, in defeating entrenched Russians by using what 
amounted to siege warfare methods to bring them to grips 
with the defenders. The lesson seemed to be that if a force 
won the firepower battle and suppressed the enemy's fire, 
troops could then go in with the bayonet. It was accepted 
that the losses would be heavy and to counter this military 
thinkers stressed the importance of the exceptionally high 
morale that soldiers would need to cross the zone of death, 
to stay the course until the final mélée. French soldiers such 
as Foch and de Grandmaision are the most famous 
proponents of these theories, but senior officers in most 
armies, including the German and the British, held similar 
views. 

Such theories meshed with developments on the home 
front. Western societies became imbued with the notion of 
sacrifice, with dying for one’s country. The Latin tag Dulce et 
decorum est pro patria mori - ‘it is sweet and right to die for 
one’s country’ - is now remembered mainly through Wilfred 
Owen's bitter poem. Before the Great War, such sentiments 
were commonly held in much of Europe. Willingness to 
sacrifice was a mark of national virility and an indication of 
the likelihood of success in war, leading to some official 
trepidation over the possible resilience of working class 
morale in time of war[252] Thus the doctrine of the 
offensive was not as irrational as it seems at first sight. 
Soldiers had to plan to fight and win wars - that was what 
states employed them for - and that involved offensive 
operations, even if a generally defensive stance is adopted. 
The emphasis on morale seemed a ‘logical ... counter- 


balance to firepower’ that was ‘apparently solidly based in 
the psychological and racial sciences of the day.’[253] 

In the event, Bloch’ s prediction of trench deadlock was, in 
the short term, more right than wrong. However many 
French and German tactical failures of 1914 resulted not 
from the faults of the offensive doctrine, but from mistakes 
in putting that doctrine into practice on the battlefield.[254] 
The battles of 1915-18 were to confirm the original lesson of 
the Russo-Japanese War: that if attackers could deploy their 
firepower to suppress enemy artillery, machine guns and 
infantry, assaults could succeed, albeit at heavy cost. The 
Western Front thus also demonstrated that the pre-war 
emphasis on morale was not entirely misplaced. Soldiers of 
all armies, most of whom were not long-service 
professionals, proved to be far more resilient than many 
pre-war commentators had believed - as were the societies 
from which they were drawn. 


The Short War Illusion 


If the case for the prosecution of the generals of 1914 
rests firstly on their allegedly irrational belief in the 
offensive, the second charge on the sheet is the widespread 
prediction that a future war between major European 
powers would be short. Quite why this was believed is a 
matter of debate among historians. The most recent wars in 
Western Europe, the Austro-Prussian clash of 1866 and 
Franco-Prussian War of 1870-1, had, indeed, been relatively 
short. The American Civil War and Second Boer War had not, 
but European soldiers tended to interpret the ‘lessons’ of 
recent wars in light of their existing doctrines. 

This tendency may be related to conservatism among 
officers, who feared the social changes that a more 
technologically based approach might bring. Another reason 
was more prosaic, that various ‘lessons’ seemed 
contradictory. The bayonet, singularly useless in South 
Africa, was perceived as an important factor in the Russo- 
Japanese War, and this was reflected in the changed 
emphasis in British doctrine between 1902 and 1909.[255] 
Above all, a long, total war seemed inconceivable. The most 
recent clash between major powers - Russia and Japan - 
had produced a war that closely resembled the Western 
Front of ten years later. Yet the Russo-Japanese War was 
relatively short, the fighting on land occupying a little over 
twelve months. By the end Russia was in the throes of a 
revolution and even the victor, Japan, was having difficulty 
funding the war. One obvious lesson to be drawn was that 
even Great Powers could not sustain such conflicts for any 
length of time. 

A war waged between states of approximately equal 
fighting power (political, economic and military strength, 
doctrine, skill, technology and morale) is inevitably going to 
be protracted. Only if one side has a distinct advantage in 


fighting power, as the Germans had over the French in 
1940, or the Coalition had over the Iraqis in 1991, is a swift 
victory possible. With some notable exceptions, there was a 
fundamental failure by European’ general staffs to 
appreciate this before the First World War. 

The State of British Army in 1914 

In a particularly stressful moment Lord Kitchener was once 
heard to say ‘Did they remember, when they went headlong 
into a war like this, that they were without an army, and 
without any preparation to equip one?’[256] As wartime 
Secretary of State for War, Kitchener was grappling with the 
paucity of peacetime preparation for a major war. It is 
impossible to understand what happened to the British army 
on the Western Front between 1914-18 without first 
examining the state of the army before the war. 

One writer has suggested that a large peacetime British 
army would have acted as a deterrent to German 
aggression.[257] While the Royal Navy did have such a role, 
the British army of 1914 was far too small to appear as a 
threat to a potential aggressor. The Regular army fielded 
247,432 men, with an additional 268,777 in the Territorial 
Force, a part-time body of volunteers intended for home 
defence. Even counting various categories of reserve forces, 
the total climbs to no more than 733,514. In addition there 
was the possibility of reinforcement from the Indian army, 
although not too many troops could be taken from India for 
reasons of both internal and external security. The BEF 
initially sent four infantry divisions and a cavalry division to 
France, with another two infantry divisions following on 
Shortly. The French started the war with 62 infantry and 10 
cavalry divisions, and the Germans 87 and 11, both armies 
relying on conscripts. In sum, the standing military forces of 
the British Empire in 1914 were to prove hopelessly 
inadequate for the type and scale of war that was to unfold 
on the Western Front. 


Edwardian British military leaders did not emulate Oliver 
Twist and ask for more although a retired general, Lord 
Roberts, vigorously but unsuccessfully campaigned for the 
introduction of compulsory’ military training. Some 
undoubtedly believed a future war would be short; all were 
aware that ‘the General Staff ... [was] under political 
pressure for caution and economy ...’[258] Political realities 
pointed away from Britain spending more on its army, let 
alone raising a conscript force, as some wanted. In a 
democracy, the military are the servants of the politicians. 
Should senior officers disagree with government policy, they 
can put forward their views to the politicians, ask, beg, 
cajole, and _ politick. Ultimately, they must accept the 
decisions of the politicians or resign, in the full knowledge 
that their successor will carry out whatever policy was the 
point at issue. 

The responsibility for the lack of preparation of the British 
army for modern war must be set against this background. 
The Liberal government elected in 1906 was a radical, 
reforming administration that laid the foundations of the 
modern Welfare State, in Lloyd George’s words to fight 
‘poverty and squalidness’.[259] This programme enhanced 
social and political stability and thus actually buttressed 
British security, but a corollary was restraint in spending on 
the army. Not that the Liberals neglected defence. Their 
response to the German-initiated naval race was to ensure 
the Royal Navy retained its margin of superiority.[260] A 
factor here was that the Royal Navy, the world’s most 
powerful fleet, was inexpensive, relatively speaking. This 
was in sharp contrast to the high cost of the army, even 
though it was a mere colonial gendarmerie of modest size. 
In 1910 the navy cost £40.4 million, the army 27.6; in 1914 
the respective figures were 47.4 and 29.4.[261] 

Nevertheless, if soending remained relatively low, there 
was substantial modernisation of the army. Setbacks in the 
Boer War came as a profound shock to the British and 


spurred a series of military reforms in the first decade of the 
twentieth century.[262] The post of Commander in Chief of 
the army, held for thirty-nine years by the reactionary Duke 
of Cambridge until he was prised out in 1895, was abolished 
and replaced by an Inspector General of the Forces with a 
seat on a newly-created body, the Army Council. The 
Committee of Imperial Defence was strengthened and a 
General Staff formed in broad imitation of the German 
model. The holder of the post of Chief of the Imperial 
General Staff (CIGS) became the professional head of the 
army. These changes at the top of the army, while far from 
flawless, were sensible enough, although under the 
circumstances of war the relationship of the various 
positions changed. Kitchener, the Secretary of State for War 
was the de facto commander-in chief in 1914-15, while in 
1916-17 Haig, the major field commander, emerged as a 
more powerful figure than Robertson, the CIGS. 

The Liberal landslide election victory of 1906 brought R.B. 
Haldane to the War Office. A lawyer with a fondness for 
German philosophy (a hobby that was to make him 
extremely unpopular during the First World War), Haldane 
ranks among the greatest politicians ever to have had 
dealings with the British armed forces. Haldane created an 
‘Expeditionary Force’ of six divisions, ready to be deployed 
to the continent or to the empire, as the need arose; and he 
rationalised the part-time auxiliary forces by creating the 
Territorial Force (TF), effectively bringing them under the 
control of the Regular army. Mindful of the pitfalls of 
conscription, he hoped that he could create a ‘nation in 
arms’ based on the voluntary principle, but clearly failed in 
this aim, as the TF remained understrength. 

Haldane may have had one eye on_ using the 
Expeditionary Force on the Continent alongside the French, 
but in the early days it seemed just as likely to be used 
against the Russians in Asia. He certainly would not have 
won support had he announced it as a down payment on a 


continental commitment. Nevertheless, the importance of 
Haldane’s creation of the Expeditionary Force, and indeed 
the Territorials, was to be amply demonstrated on the 
battlefields of France and Belgium in 1914. In the oft quoted 
words of Sir James Edmonds, the British official historian, ‘In 
every respect the Expeditionary Force of 1914 was 
incomparably the best trained, best organised, and best 
equipped British Army which ever went forth to war.’[263] 
However, as another official historian later commented, 
‘small armies feel losses more sharply than big. Armées 
d’élite would be invincible if wars were fought without 
casualties. Things being what they are, armées d’élite are 
unlikely to remain so long.’[264] 

As effective as Haldane’s Expeditionary Force undoubtedly 
was, it was the right army for a different sort of war than the 
one it actually came to fight. Virtually no one in the higher 
echelons of government or army foresaw involvement in a 
long attritional war, or at any rate none asked for the funds 
to buy the equipment to fight one. Perhaps worse, there 
were no plans for providing a mass force in the future; there 
was no blueprint for national economic mobilisation, nor to 
expand the army, nor to provide the munitions, weapons, 
and equipment for a continental-scale army.[265] This 
failure was to have serious consequences on the battlefield 
in 1914-16. 

The decade before the Great War is a classic illustration of 
the ‘guns or butter’ conundrum. Restraint on defence 
spending by a- progressive government undoubtedly 
contributed to Britain becoming a better place to live for the 
majority of its citizens. But looked at with the cold eye of 
logic one is forced to admit the justice of Kitchener’s 
outburst quoted above. The Liberal government’s foreign 
and defence policies were out of synchronisation. Carried to 
its logical end, the increasingly close relations (and the 
informal military arrangements) between Britain and France 
Should have led to the realisation that there was a 


possibility, to put it no more strongly, that Britain would get 
involved in a large scale continental war of long duration. To 
admit this, let alone make visible preparations for it, would 
have been politically impossible, as both soldiers and 
politicians well knew. However that does not mean that it 
was impossible to undertake some contingency planning, 
and Haldane, while rightly praised for what he did achieve, 
also deserves censure for not going this extra mile. The 
failure to plan for a protracted conflict before 1914 was not 
merely a product of military myopia. A large part of the 
blame also rests with democratic politicians and the British 
electorate. The British citizen army paid the price. Anthony 
Eden, who served as a junior officer in the First World War 
and a senior politician in the Second, once commented that 
it was unwise to hold ‘a high military command in the first 
two years of any war in the British Army. Far better to wait 
until the stuff begins to come along. Which, | am afraid, in 
the last two experiences was after the third year or later’. 
[266] 

Why was Breaking the Trench Line so Difficult? 

Trench warfare was not invented in 1914. Trench fighting 
had played a prominent role in the campaigns in Manchuria 
in 1904-5, and throughout the ages trench warfare has been 
an integral part of siege warfare and occasionally appeared 
on the battlefield. What was new was the ‘force to space 
ratio’. In plain English this means that vast armies armed 
with powerful weapons were crammed into a relatively small 
part of Belgium and eastern France. This allowed the 
creation of a defensive barrier that stretched some 400 
miles from the North Sea to the Swiss frontier. The armies 
on the Eastern Front were also huge, but they had much 
more space in which to deploy and therefore the fighting 
was always of a more fluid character. 

It is commonly believed that the incompetence of the 
generals contributed to the murderous deadlock. Brigadier- 
General Sir James Edmonds went as far as to claim in the 


official history (a series that is commonly supposed to 
whitewash British high command) that faced with ‘siege- 


warfare ... an “engineer and artillery war”’, the Allies 
renamed it ‘trench warfare’ and ‘the old lessons of siege- 
warfare were not applied ... instead of the gun and mine 


preparing a way for the infantry, it was the infantry which 
was expected to open a door for an inroad of horsemen 
against the enemy’s rear.’[267] 

Edmonds, it is important to note, was a Royal Engineer 
officer, and a disgruntled one at that. At the same time, 
when siege methods such as mining were applied, they 
certainly achieved spectacular successes on occasions, 
most notably the Battle of Messines in June 1917. His 
claims, therefore, have some validity if applied to 1915; 
much less if applied to 1916-18. In some ways, though, 
trench warfare was different to siege conditions. A primary 
purpose of surrounding a city with trenches was to prevent 
supplies and reinforcements from reaching the garrison, but 
on the Western Front the defenders were able to reinforce 
more or less at will. Moreover, the Germans, since they were 
sitting on someone else’s territory, were willing to abandon 
land and fall back to a more defensible position. It is fairer 
to describe the Western Front as_ having siege-/ike 
characteristics rather than being a siege as such. 

We must now lower our sights from high command to the 
battlefield. The basic tactical problem on the Western Front 
was that the defender had a built-in advantage over the 
attacker: by placing their soldiers in trenches, they offered a 
Small target to the enemy, difficult to accurately locate and 
even more difficult to hit with bullet or shell. Conversely, 
attackers had to expose their whole bodies to enemy fire as 
they crossed No Man’s Land. 

The way around this conundrum was to suppress enemy 
fire - either by destroying artillery pieces and machine guns 
with shellfire, or, more likely, by killing or driving off the 
soldiers that operated these lethal machines. To do this was 


far from easy. First, the target had to be located; then fire 
had to be accurately delivered on to the target. Much of the 
story of the Western Front can be summed up as an attempt 
to develop the means to do this. It was not simply a matter 
of acquiring the appropriate technology (which in 1915 the 
BEF did not have); it was also a matter of developing 
appropriate methods (or tactics) of using the technology in 
an effective fashion, which was achieved by 1918. In the 
meantime, the massive and prolonged bombardments that 
characterised the battles of 1915-17, while sometimes 
effective, also precluded the achievement of surprise, as 
well as churning up the ground and thus making it more 
difficult for the infantry to advance. Not until the end of 
1917 did advances in artillery techniques allow surprise to 
return to the battlefield. 


The Problem of Communications 


One hundred years earlier Wellington was able to control 
his army in person during his battles, which were fought in 
relatively compact areas. The Iron Duke had been able to 
rely on a Staff of little more than a dozen and had on many 
occasions been able to ride to danger points to give orders 
in person, most famously at Waterloo. Even at the time of 
the American Civil War, generals had been able to exercise 
a degree of ‘voice control’. By the time of the First World 
War this was  no_ longer’ possible. Technological 
developments after 1918 in the form of radios, light aircraft 
and helicopters were to restore a measure of voice control 
to commanders. The era of the First World War stands as the 
only period in history in which high commanders were mute. 

In 1915, when the attacking troops clambered over the 
trench parapet and advanced into the open, the means of 
commanders communicating with their troops was severely 
limited. Radio (or ‘wireless’) sets existed but were too bulky 
to be of much use on the battlefield. Visual signals, using 
semaphore flags and the like, were available in theory but in 
practice were not very effective, besides endangering the 
signaller. Aircraft flew patrols seeking to locate the positions 
of friendly troops, and it was possible for advancing troops 
to pay out telephone line across open ground, but wire was 
highly vulnerable to being cut by shellfire. Many signallers 
earned well-deserved decorations for repairing telephone 
line under enemy fire. One was Lieutenant Christopher 
Stone of 22nd Royal Fusiliers, who during the Somme 
fighting ‘was out under a heavy artillery fire ... careering 
about the Devil’s Wood with a coil of wire on his back 
amongst corpses’. Stone was awarded the Military Cross. 
[268] 

The only semi-reliable method of communication was by 
runner. A runner was a soldier given a message to deliver 


who would have to physically carry that message to the 
recipient. It takes little imagination to envisage the 
problems involved in this system. The experience of one 
runner must stand for that of many. By 12.30 p.m. on 1 July 
1916, 55th Brigade (18th Division) captured all its objectives 
on the first day of the Somme offensive, and a runner, 
Lance-Corporal G. Bilson, was ordered to carry a message to 
brigade HQ. Bilson did not arrive back at his battalion until 
the morning of 2 July, and ‘his clothes and equipment were 
in tatters, and ... his eyes were crossed in an extraordinary 
way’. On the way back from brigade HQ Bilson had been 
concussed by a Shell, and had lain unconscious for many 
hours.[269 ] 

The consequences of these communication problems were 
profound. Once they had committed their troops to battle, 
higher commanders, from the commander in chief of the 
BEF down to humble lieutenant colonels commanding 
infantry battalions, could do very little to influence the 
fighting. After infantry had gone over the top, the 
commanders that mattered were junior officers, NCOs or 
even privates, and the radius of their ability to command 
was limited to the distance that they could shout. The one 
way that higher commanders could affect the battle was by 
committing reserves at the right time and in the right place 
to exploit success. Commanders had to make these 
decisions based on the fragmentary snippets of information 
available. Thanks to the ‘fog of war’, reserves tended to be 
committed too late, or in the wrong place, or not at all. 

The defender’s communications tended to be much 
Superior. Their telephone lines, buried deep beneath the 
ground, were far more likely to survive a bombardment. 
That meant that it was much easier for the defender to get 
messages back to higher HQs and rush reserves to 
threatened sectors. Reserves did not have to be held 
directly behind the front. They could be held centrally and 
moved by rail, although they then had to move on foot from 


the railhead to the frontline. This built-in advantage to the 
defender partly explains why, in September 1915, the 
French with 35 divisions were unable to break through a 
mere 12 German divisions in Champagne. 

It follows that the only sensible place for a_ higher 
commander to be was at the end of a telephone line. Ease 
of connection to an extensive network of telephone lines 
was one of the rationales of generals being based behind 
the front line, in a town or a convenient building such as a 
chateau. In essence, the closer a general was located to the 
front line, the fewer troops he could actually command. 
Even if by some stroke of good fortune a message from the 
fighting troops reached higher headquarters in good time, 
the commander still had to analyse the information they 
contained, make a decision based on this information and 
then act on it. Today, this process is known as the OODA 
loop, the acronym deriving from ‘Observe, Orientate, Decide 
and Act’. The commander who goes through this process 
the fastest is likely to have a significant advantage over his 
Slower opponent, and the receipt of timely and accurate 
information is all-important. In the OODA battle on the 
Western Front, the defender had the upper hand. 

This fundamental point is illustrated by the Battle of 
Neuve Chapelle on 10 March 1915. The British massed guns 
and troops on a weakly-held Germans sector. Following a 
35-minute artillery bombardment, the infantry attacked and 
made good progress, rapidly capturing parts of the German 
front line. Once the carefully planned ‘set piece’ phase was 
over, things became more difficult. Communication 
problems meant that it was difficult for the infantry to let 
their gunners know of the position of German positions and 
wire which needed to be bombarded. In contrast, German 
gunners had a much easier task, shelling ground that was 
well known to them. On the front of 25 Brigade, the British 
infantry could not get forward, hemmed in by friendly 
artillery fire. These and other factors retarded the British 


advance, and bought time - five hours in all - for the 
Germans to rush up reinforcements. By the time the British 
advance was renewed, the opportunity had passed. Some of 
the frustration felt by the troops can be gauged from a 
contemporary letter written by an officer of 2nd Rifle 
Brigade: ‘We simply boosted through the village [of Neuve 
Chapelle] capturing about 200 Deutchers ... We then arrived 
the other side of the village and joined up with the Indians 
on our right, and our job was finished since we had broken a 
gap in the line and we could have gone to Berlin at least if 
there had been anyone behind, but as you know our brilliant 
staff had two men and a boy behind ...’[270] 

Although the battle went on for a further two days, the 
BEF was unable to build on the gains made in the first three 
hours.[271] 

While human errors were in plentiful supply at Neuve 
Chapelle, the fundamental problem in this battle and all the 
others in the trench warfare period was how to convert a 
breakin into a breakthrough in a situation in which the 
attacker was unlikely to be able to get inside the defender’s 
OODA loop. Initially successful attacks, which were not 
reinforced quickly enough, tended merely to create 
untenable salients, in which the attackers were surrounded 
on three sides. 


Between Cavalry and Tanks 


Not only were the armies of the era of the Great War 
virtually unique in history in lacking effective voice 
communications, they also lacked an _ instrument of 
exploitation. Throughout history, most armies (there are 
some exceptions) have been composed of a triad of three 
arms: infantry, whether Roman legionaries carrying short 
swords and javelins or modern troops carrying assault rifles; 
artillery, which has ranged from bolt-throwing ba/estae to 
the Multi-Launched Rocket Systems of the Gulf War; and a 
mobile arm. In 1914, the armies of Europe still fielded 
masses of horsemen. They were intended to carry out 
reconnaissance and scouting duties, and to act as the 
instrument of exploitation, to race through a gap in the 
enemy line to convert a breakin into a breakthrough. They 
would then turn the enemy’s retreat into a rout by 
advancing faster than the enemy could fall back, and by 
getting among his forces and dispersing them. Perhaps they 
would even be able to cut off their retreat altogether. This 
had been the role of cavalry for hundreds of years. The 
events of 1914-18 were to demonstrate that under the 
conditions usually pertaining to trench warfare, a 
combination of barbed wire and modern weapons rendered 
much of the traditional role of the cavalry obsolete.[272] 

As we shall see, the tank introduced in 1916 was 
incapable of taking up traditional cavalry functions; thus 
there was a leg missing from the stool. Even if the artillery 
and infantry did succeed in forcing a way through the 
enemy trenches, they could only pursue at the same rate as 
the enemy fell back. Problems of keeping the momentum of 
the advance going as the pursuers grew exhausted and ran 
out of supplies normally led to the line stabilising someway 
to the rear of the original position. By 1917 the techniques 
of breaking-in had been mastered by the belligerents. In 


1918 it was a question of finding a way to prevent the 
ruptured front from solidifying. As we will see, the Allies 
succeeded in this quest but the Germans failed. With this 
background in place, we can go on to consider the fighting 
on the Western front in 1915. 


1915: The Failure to Break Through 


The story of the Western Front in 1915 is essentially one 
of repeated attempts to achieve a breakthrough that failed 
and degenerated into attrition. In December 1914 the 
French began a series of attacks in Artois and Champagne, 
the BEF playing a minor role in the former. These offensives 
failed to break through the German lines, as did a small 
British offensive at Neuve Chapelle in March. On 22 April, 
the Second Battle of Ypres began with the German 
launching a surprise attack heralded by a cloud of poisonous 
gas - the first major use of this weapon in history. While the 
33-day struggle forced the Allies back, the Germans seemed 
to have been surprised by the extent of their initial success 
and failed to exploit it. In May Joffre planned to snip off the 
great bulge in the German line by again attacking in Artois 
and Champagne. Conceptually sound, the plan was a failure. 
The BEF’s part in Second Artois was the battles of Aubers 
Ridge (9 May) and Festubert (15-27 May). The first was a 
bloody failure; the second gained some ground but failed to 
secure a breakthrough. 

From late May until September 1915 the main focus of 
operations was in Italy and the Balkans. In addition, the 
Central Powers pushed the Russians out of Poland and the 
Allies landed on 25 April at Gallipoli, but were unable to 
push inland from their beachheads. The lull, in relative 
terms, on the Western Front ended with the commencement 
of the Third Battle of Artois and Second Battle of 
Champagne on 25 September. The BEF also attacked that 


day at Loos, in the largest action the British had yet 
attempted. In all three offensives some modest gains were 
made, but the German line remained stubbornly intact. Loos 
continued until 4 November but was a failure. The British 
Expeditionary Force had suffered 273,098 battle casualties 
in 1915.[273] 

At the beginning of 1915, Allied generals had every 
reason to suppose that trench deadlock would soon be 
broken and mobile warfare would recommence. After all, 
trench warfare had been a temporary phase in Manchuria in 
1904-5. Furthermore, Allied strategy in the west in 1915 was 
Shaped by a number of other factors. First and foremost was 
the inescapable fact that the German army had occupied 
most of Belgium and some of the most important industrial 
areas of France, and the German government showed no 
credible sign that they were prepared to relinquish their 
conquests voluntarily. Unless the Allies were prepared to 
acquiesce in these German conquests, attacking to expel 
the invader was the only option. 

Second was the coalition nature of the war. Simply holding 
their trenches and waiting - for the Kitchener armies to 
arrive in strength, or the naval blockade to bite - was not an 
option for the British junior partner. It would have been 
unacceptable to the French government. Thus Neuve 
Chapelle was fought in part to prove to the French that the 
BEF was pulling its weight; at Loos the BEF attacked over 
difficult terrain chosen by the French high command rather 
than the British. Moreover, in 1915 Russia’s armies 
absorbed the bulk of Germany’s offensive efforts and 
suffered heavy defeats in the process. To have simply stood 
back and let Russia be defeated would have been suicidal, 
as it would have given Germany the opportunity 
subsequently to concentrate its resources on the campaign 
in the west. In 1918, France and Britain only narrowly 
survived, with American help, Russia’s exit from the war. 


Three years earlier the United States would not have been 
there to step into Russia’s shoes. 

As the armies adjusted to the realities of trench warfare, 
the BEF was at a significant disadvantage. While the 
Germans had some stocks of essential trench weapons, the 
British, suffering from pre-war governmental parsimony, had 
next to none. The problem was that the BEF was critically 
Short of shells, grenades and a host of other essential 
weapons of trench warfare. In the jaundiced view of the lst 
Glosters in a front line position early in 1915, German 
‘ammunition seemed inexhaustible, whereas our supply of 
rather indifferent rifle grenades soon ran out, and we were 
reduced to the expedient of continually moving the men 
according to what part of the trench was being bombarded’. 
[274] Hand grenades and trench mortars had to be 
improvised from jam tins and water pipes. This was 
inevitable, as the British economy took time to mobilise for 
total war. Not until 1916, when the economy was gearing up 
to fulfil the needs of an attritional conflict, would supply 
begin to approach demand. Even so, in the summer of 1916 
economy of shells had to be practised in some sectors to 
allow the feeding of the voracious appetites of the guns on 
the Somme.[275] 

In spring 1915 British tactics were in some ways simpler 
than those of the previous autumn. Assaulting troops would 
advance by ‘alternate rushes’ without opening fire, to a 
point about 50 yards from their objective. Then, in the words 
of some contemporary instructions, on the commander’s 
Signal, ‘the assault must be launched in one rush, this is 
essential if it is to succeed. The energy and courage of the 
troops will do the rest.’ Artillery bombarded enemy trenches 
while the infantry was going in and would then shell the 
area behind the trench, to prevent the enemy from bring up 
reserves.[2/76] These tactics were crude in comparison to 
later years, and training was often rudimentary. Units 
tended to be trained at home in the tactics of open warfare, 


and only underwent training in trench warfare on arrival in 
France.[277] A contemporary account of an exercise by 1st 
Black Watch in February 1915, in which the _ battalion 
‘advanced over 1000 yards odd of perfectly flat ground with 
not the slightest cover’ struck the men carrying it out as 
unrealistic.[278] 

The first action of a Territorial unit, 1/23 Battalion The 
London Regiment, admirably demonstrates the _ tactical 
problems experienced in the spring of 1915. 1/23 Londons 
attacked at Givenchy on 26 May 1915 and duly captured its 
allotted portion of German trench, but took heavy casualties 
in holding it. The Regimental history highlighted the tactical 
shortcomings of the time: The word ‘barrage’, if it had been 
invented, had not percolated to the infantry. The roles of 
bayonet men, bombers and moppers-up were not imagined, 
and the general spirit of an attack could, Colonel Streatfield 
[who commanded the battalion in this attack] suggests, be 
Summarised in the words: ‘We will give you as much artillery 
Support as we can; for the rest, here are your objectives, get 
there as quickly as possible, and take the best measures 
you can to hold on.’ 

Each battalion had only two machine guns, and there 
were no light Lewis guns at this stage. A captured trench 
had thus to be crammed with riflemen to hold it against 
counterattack. 1/23 Londons suffered nearly 500 casualties, 
split fairly evenly between killed and wounded. The ‘vast 
majority’ were incurred after the trench was captured. The 
British artillery, which at first ‘did wonders’ in defending the 
captured positions, soon ran out of ammunition. For most of 
the day the luckless Londoners were shot to pieces ‘without 
any chance of retaliation’.[279] As this passage 
demonstrates, most of the key elements of the victorious 
tactics of 1918 - heavy and accurate artillery barrages, 
scientifically calculated to deliver the requisite number of 
Shells (available in unlimited quantities) to neutralise enemy 


defences; specialised roles within the infantry; and massive 
infantry firepower - were completely absent in 1915. 

The BEF did not simply gape at the trenches with 
incomprehension in the winter of 1914-15. Instead, British 
soldiers at all levels began a process of innovation and 
experimentation as the BEF rapidly began to adjust to the 
new conditions of warfare. 

If a unit bethought itself of some useful improvisation, 
such as a new method of firing rifle grenades, carrying 
rations or making ingenious loopholes combining a better 
field of fire with greater safety, details were collected and 
circulated by Army Headquarters. There was need of 
ingenuity to balance the great inferiority from which the 
British troops suffered in the matter of trench stores and 
munitions.[280] 

Tangible evidence of adaptation to the new conditions was 
the replacement of the officer’s sword by a rifle in January 
1915. 4 Division in March ordered that brigades form 
companies armed with hand grenades, and in June the Army 
Council authorised the formation of a detachment of one 
officer, two NCOs and 56 other ranks of ‘grenadiers’ in each 
battalion in the army. The use of this title was completely 
logical and had long historical precedent. However, a 
vigorous bureaucratic campaign succeeded in reserving the 
coveted name for the Grenadier Guards, and so the term 
‘bomber’ entered the lexicon of the British army.[281] This 
piece of recidivism notwithstanding, the Guards were as 
active as any unit in tactical experimentation and 
improvisation. 

Some of the most important developments were in the 
field of gunnery, which were closely related to the birth of 
air warfare. Although it is the glamour of the fighter aces of 
the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) that captured the public 
imagination at the time and subsequently, it should never 
be forgotten that one of the primary reasons for the struggle 


to control the air was to allow friendly reconnaissance 
aircraft to operate over enemy lines, while preventing the 
enemy’s machines from doing the same job. The RFC, by 
carrying out an extensive photo-reconnaissance of the 
German lines, provided the raw material for accurate trench 
maps. The ‘clock code’, an efficient but simple system to 
allow aerial observation of artillery fire was developed as 
early as December 1914. Fall of shot was radioed from an 
aircraft, and artillerymen could make the necessary 
adjustments to their guns.[282] 

At Neuve Chapelle, 354 guns were massed on a frontage 
of 1200 yards and gradually registered - fired to find the 
range of the target - over a period of three weeks before the 
attack, to try to attain the element of surprise.[283] Before 
the infantry attacked, the guns fired a 35-minute 
bombardment. Although the 18-pounders cut the German 
wire, the howitzers and heavy guns, firing at targets up to 
5,000 yards distant, had less success. The lesson drawn 
from the battle was that a ‘hurricane’ bombardment was too 
Short to destroy enemy positions. Unfortunately, in this 
case, this led tactical thought down a blind alley. The 
approach adopted after Neuve Chapelle was prolonged 
bombardments aimed at _ destruction rather than 
neutralisation. In fact the complete destruction of enemy 
trenches and strongpoints was a chimera, but effective 
hurricane bombardments could neutralise the enemy in the 
trenches, by killing or wounding them or just forcing them to 
keep their heads down. 

One of the key lessons that emerged by the summer of 
1915 was the need to increase the cooperation between the 
artillery and other arms.[284] Problems of communication 
could make it exceptionally difficult to provide artillery 
support for the infantry, but at the most basic level steps 
were taken to enhance cooperation. In February 1915 1st 
Irish Guards acquired both a telephone link to an artillery 
battery and a gunner officer attached to _ battalion 


headquarters.[285] The personal element - infantry and 
artillery learning to work with each other - was, in its way, 
as significant as the introduction of communications 
technology. 

At Loos on 25 September the Royal Artillery was called 
upon to support an attack altogether bigger than the battles 
of the spring.[286] The attack frontage was eight times as 
long as that at Neuve Chapelle, but the quantity of available 
artillery did not match this bigger job. The concentration of 
One gun or howitzer every 23 yards was only one fifth of 
that at the earlier battle. The use of poison gas did not 
compensate for this weakness in guns, the continuing 
shortage of ammunition, the surprise sacrificed by a four- 
day bombardment nor the problems faced by the infantry in 
trying to negotiate a shell-shattered landscape.[287] Yet in 
spite of these self-imposed handicaps, the artillery enjoyed 
some success. New command and control arrangements 
worked reasonably well, although there was much room for 
improvement. On the right, the guns played a major role in 
getting the infantry onto the German first position and 
maintaining them there. A_ Kitchener formation, 9th 
(Scottish) Division even reached the German second 
position. The term ‘barrage’, a barrier or curtain of shells, 
entered British military vocabulary in 1915. In retrospect 
The most significant development in tactics was the use of 
the ‘lifting barrage’. Rather than fire advancing at arbitrary 
intervals - the ‘straight barrage’ - the ‘lifting barrage’ 
moved in parallel lines but from trench to trench, 
concentrating fire on the lines of greatest resistance.[288] 

As the Somme was to demonstrate, the lifting barrage had 
its disadvantages, but it was a step in the right direction. 

The use of poison gas at Loos was a disappointment. 
Perhaps mindful of the German failure to take advantage of 
the surprise obtained by use of gas at Second Ypres, Haig’s 
First Army ordered that, ‘in the intervals between the attack’ 
Skirmishers and machine guns were to be sent forward to 


identify any signs of ‘weakening’ by the enemy, and also to 
mislead him’.[289] Gas was reliant on the wind blowing in 
the right direction, and in the event it actually blew back 
into the faces of some of the British attackers. Rather than 
underlining the reactionary conservatism of British high 
command, the story of gas at Loos shows that too much 
faith was placed in a single, unreliable and untried weapon. 
Subsequent years were to demonstrate that chemical 
warfare had its place on the battlefield, but as an auxiliary 
to artillery and infantry, not as a primary weapon.[290] 

The Generals in 1915 

The BEF of 1915 was an ad hoc army. Regular battalions 
were now Regular in name only, containing few pre-war 
professional officers or men. By the end of 1914 Territorial 
units came out to take their place in the front line, to be 
followed in 1915 by the first divisions of Kitchener’s Army. 
With vast numbers of volunteers thronging the recruiting 
Stations, it was not difficult to fill the ranks of this 
improvised force. Finding competent staff officers and senior 
commanders was much more difficult. 

As John Bourne has pointed out, the much-maligned 
‘generals’ of the First World War constituted a very large 
group indeed. Between 1914 and 1918 ten army 
commanders, 43 corps commanders, 147 infantry divisional 
commanders and over 700 infantry brigade commanders 
served with the BEF. Given that pre-war planning had 
envisaged a BEF of only six infantry divisions and a cavalry 
division, two things become immediately apparent. First, the 
army had to reach far beyond the small group of men 
holding senior positions in August 1914 to command the 
formations of the bloated BEF of 1915-18. Second, senior 
commanders would need to think on a much larger scale 
than that for which their training at Staff College and 
experience of colonial war had prepared them. Commanders 
and staff officers needed to learn to think in terms of armies 
and corps, rather than divisions and brigades. General Sir 


Charles (‘Tim’) Harington recalled that at Staff College 
before the war they had never ‘even in_ theory’ 
contemplated dealing with a body larger than the six 
division Expeditionary Force. As the chief staff officer of 
Second Army, he had deal on occasions with over thirty 
divisions.[291] Pre-war Regular officers had excelled at 
‘leadership’, in the sense of maintaining morale, looking 
after the men in a paternal fashion, and setting a 
courageous example on the battlefield.[292] Command - 
that is the direction, coordination and effective use of 
military force - of a body as huge as the BEF was a different 
matter. No one in the British army in 1914 had any 
experience of that. 

Field Marshal Sir John French, a successful cavalry leader 
in the Boer War, was out of his depth as commander of the 
BEF in 1914-15. His performance in 1914 was less than 
impressive. At Le Cateau, the actions of Smith-Dorrien, 
commander of Il Corps, saved the BEF. At one stage on the 
retreat from Mons, Kitchener had to come out to France to 
order French to desist from pulling the BEF out of the 
fighting to refit. Part of the problem was that French 
remained wedded to the regimental commander model. At 
the Battle of Loos in September 1915 he ‘fought it in his old 
style, riding round behind the lines’. An observer saw him 
‘riding quite alone through the shattered villages behind the 
line and thanking all he met’, and visiting the wounded. 
[293] Such an approach might have boosted morale but that 
was not the function of the commander in chief; such 
‘disappearances ... [created] a vacuum in command’ [294] 
Sir John French’s problems in trying to apply the ‘regimental 
commander’ model were repeated further down the 
command chain. Officers promoted to command formations 
larger than they had dreamed of before the war discovered 
that familiar techniques worked well enough at brigade 
level, less so at higher levels. 


Loos effectively ended Sir John French’s career as 
commander in chief. He mishandled the reserves, using two 
unblooded divisions and holding them back too far behind 
the lines so subjecting them to a gruelling approach march 
and virtually guaranteeing the failure of their attack. After 
the battle a number of senior commanders intrigued with 
politicians and the King to have French replaced. One of the 
French’s leading critics, Douglas Haig, who was by no means 
blameless in respect of the Loos fiasco, took his place in 
command of the BEF on 19 December 1915. 

The records of other senior commander’s records in 1915 
were mixed. Smith-Dorrien was removed from command of 
Second Army in May 1915, the victim of French’s jealousy 
and hatred. His replacement was Sir Herbert Plumer, who 
was to emerge as one of the most successful British 
generals of the war. Sir Henry Rawlinson made an uncertain 
start to his career as commander of IV Corps. During the 
preparations for Neuve Chapelle, he did not seem to 
understand what was required of him in terms of planning. 
Only after he had been prodded and rebuked by Haig, the 
First Army commander, did Rawlinson produce a plan. Haig 
himself was instrumental in producing an over-ambitious 
plan at Loos.[295] If judged purely on the evidence of 1915, 
there is a strong case against British generals. However, 
many of the generals of 1915 were the same men who led 
the BEF to victory three years later. 

Conclusions: 1915 in Retrospect 

If any year in the Great War comes close to fulfilling the 
stereotype promoted by Oh! What a Lovely War, it is 1915. 
Infantry, when they weren’t using improvised weapons that 
were dangerous to friend and foe alike, were sent against 
enemy trenches armed with little more than a rifle and 
bayonet. Often insufficiently trained, the infantry lacked the 
weapons that were to transform battles over the next two 
years. They received inadequate support from an artillery 
force suffering from a chronic lack of shells. Moreover, 


gunners themselves were grappling with the demands of a 
task that was rapidly turning from a rule of thumb affair into 
a science. One of the major mistakes of 1915 was the failure 
to perceive correctly the true lessons of Neuve Chapelle, 
that hurricane artillery bombardments followed by limited 
attacks were the way of the future. 

Yet at the end of 1915 there was scope for cautious 
optimism. The BEF was absorbing the perceived lessons of 
the fighting, and there was a healthy interest in innovation 
and experimentation at all levels. The Battle of Loos had 
been mishandled, but the performance of the infantry and 
artillery had given some cause for satisfaction. The divisions 
of Kitchener’s New Armies were arriving in large numbers 
and a thoroughly professional officer, Sir Douglas Haig, had 
now replaced Sir John French. In retrospect, we can see that 
many of the developments that were to bring about the 
birth of modern warfare in 1917-18 - scientific gunnery, use 
of aircraft, modern infantry tactics - had their origins in 
1915, the first year of trench warfare. 


Chapter 6: The Man and his Army: Douglas 
Haig and the British Expeditionary Force 


It is difficult to think of a British commander with a worse 
popular reputation than Douglas Haig. He seems to 
epitomise everything that was wrong with the generalship of 
the First World War. The popular view sees him as stubborn, 
stupid, callous, uncaring; a man who spent his war safe ina 
comfortable and well-appointed chateau miles behind the 
lines while his troops suffered and died in rat-infested 
trenches. He was a cavalryman, and thus, the theory goes, 
particularly reactionary and resistant to technology. Like the 
generals who sent in the Light Brigade in 1854, Haig was 
prone to order hopeless attacks, this time with the bodies of 
infantrymen against machine guns and barbed wire. Haig’s 
soldiers were at best, indifferent to him; at worst, they 
hated him. 

Given this view of Haig, firmly entrenched in the popular 
mind by 1963, it is not difficult to understand the sense of 
outrage brought about by the publication in that year of 
John Terraine’s Douglas Haig: The Educated Soldier.[296] 
The very title was a provocation - how could the most 
asinine of the ‘Donkeys’ be educated? Worse was Terraine’s 
view that Haig was a ‘Great Captain’, in the mould of 
Marlborough or Wellington, who, recognising that the 
conditions on the Western Front meant that there could be 
no easy victories, wore out the German army in attritional 
battles before delivering the coup de grace in 1918. Rarely 
can views on an historical figure have been so polarised. 

Anyone who undertakes a little serious reading will soon 
dismiss the popular view of Haig for the caricature it is, but 
in the 1980s a respected historian produced a ground- 
breaking study from which Haig emerges with little credit. 


According to Tim Travers, Haig was greatly influenced by his 
time at Staff College. There he learned that ‘war was 
mobile, structured, and decisive’. The commander should 
Strive to beat ‘the main enemy army. Battles were inevitably 
fought in three stages: preparation and the wearing out of 
enemy reserves; a rapid decisive offensive; and cavalry 
exploitation’. All three phases would happen in rapid 
succession, ‘and since both sides were technically much the 
same, the decisive elements were morale, determination, 
and the will of the enemy commander’. Haig, having made 
up his mind long before 1914, did not, according to Travers, 
alter his views to any great extent during the Great War. His 
remote and forbidding personality made it difficult for his 
subordinates to discuss matters with him, Travers contends. 
All of this led to ‘command vacuums’ at crucial moments 
and ‘a top-down system of command that made innovation 
at GHQ or in the army difficult’. Travers concludes that Haig 
commanded ‘in nineteenth century style’ and that he clung 
to the notion of ‘the structured offensive, so that the period 
from 1916 to 1918 was ... an attrition policy waiting for the 
right moment for the decisive offensive’. This strategy was 
ultimately successful, ‘but the criticism is that more flexible 
ideas and a more open command style would have 
prosecuted the war more effectively and might have saved 
casualties’ .[297] 

Any assessment of the performance of the British army in 
the First World War must grapple with the enigma of 
Douglas Haig. My view is that while he certainly made 
mistakes that had bloody and tragic consequences, Haig 
also deserves some of the credit for the steady 
improvement in the BEF’s combat performance. It is always 
difficult to argue a moderate view when dealing with such 
an emotive topic, for it has rightly been said that people 
who walk down the middle of the road run the risk of being 
run down by traffic travelling in both directions. 


Douglas Haig was born in Edinburgh in 1861, a member of 
a branch of the whisky distilling family.[298] Young Douglas 
attended Brasenose College, Oxford, although through 
illness he did not complete his degree. He then went to the 
Royal Military College Sandhurst in 1884, and was 
commissioned into the 7? Hussars in the following year. He 
seems to have been a model regimental officer, efficient, 
paternal, respected by his men, and a good sportsman. 

There are some characters from history that one can 
imagine making good dinner companions; Douglas Haig is 
not one of them. His personality was somewhat austere, the 
apparent coldness of his manner being reinforced by his 
taciturnity. Notoriously, he was inarticulate. As a student at 
Staff College in 1896 Haig was not particularly popular, but 
already he was respected and recognised as a professional 
officer who took soldiering seriously - by no means a 
common attribute in the army of that time. Active service in 
the Sudan showed that Haig had his fair share of courage. 
Haig had a good Boer War, as chief of staff to the cavalry 
commander, Major General Sir John French, and later in a 
command of his own. Campaigning in the Sudan and South 
Africa created Haig’s reputation and he was appointed major 
general in 1904, at the age of 42. Haig was well connected, 
and was no less adverse than any other ambitious soldier to 
climb the greasy pole. His contact with the Royal family was 
enhanced by his marriage, in 1905, to the Hon. Dorothy 
Vivian, a Maid of Honour to Queen Alexandria. However, 
Haig’s association with R.B. Haldane in his far-reaching 
reforms undermines the idea that Haig’s career prospered 
merely because of his connections. Someone of Haldane’s 
ability was hardly likely to have been impressed by a 
socially ambitious duffer. But impressed Haldane clearly 
was. Haig’s reputation continued to grow in the decade 
before the outbreak of the Great War. He commanded | 
Corps and First Army in France in 1914-15. When French was 


sacked as CinC in December 1915, in terms of experience 
and reputation, Haig was the obvious man to succeed him. 

On the eve of the Somme offensive Douglas Haig 
commanded the largest and most technologically complex 
army that Britain had ever put into the field. Exactly how he 
was to command this vast force was a moot point. We have 
already examined some of the problems facing Western 
Front commanders. Douglas’ Haig’s command = style 
attempted to make the best of his particular situation. 
Haig’s General Headquarters (GHQ) was located at the town 
of Montreuil, some way behind the lines, with Haig and his 
closest staff living in a nearby chateau. For the Somme, 
Haig set up a much smaller Advanced Headquarters at a 
chateau within a few miles of the headquarters of both 
Reserve Army and Fourth Army. For the mobile battles of 
autumn 1918 he used a specially adapted railway train. 
[299] While operations were in progress, Haig made 
frequent visits to subordinate commanders, sometimes to 
hold a conference, more often for less formal discussions. 
Moreover, Haig, like Montgomery in a later war used junior 
officers as liaison officers, to go out to act as his ‘eyes and 
ears’. The idea that Haig spent the entire war in Montreuil, 
isolated from events, is completely wrong. 

Haig ‘was known [to the BEF] as ‘Duggy’; but with no 
enthusiasm. He was too remote - but that was not his fault. 
The show was too big’.[300] Many generals of the Second 
World War, junior officers in 1914-18, reacted against this 
style of leadership and adopted a populist, ‘democratic’ 
approach. It is by no means clear that the ordinary soldiers 
of the Great War, products of a deferential social system, 
would have been impressed by an informal approach. Haig’s 
method of leadership, to be seen by as many of his troops 
as possible at formal parades, was appropriate for the 
soldiers of his army. Montgomery’s method, which was 
applied to an army much smaller than Haig’s, smacked of a 
politician in election mode. This was appropriate for 


products of a society rather different from that of 1916. We 
must judge Haig by the standards of his own time, not a 
later one. 

Was Haig uncaring and callous? Winston Churchill 
compared him to a surgeon in the pre-anaesthetic era: 
‘entirely removed in his professional capacity from the 
agony of the patient ... He would operate without 
excitement ...’ If the patient expired under the knife, ‘he 
would not reproach himself’. However, once Surgeon Haig 
was ‘out of the theatre, his heart was aS warm as any 
man’s.’[301] Haig did not find it easy to send men to their 
deaths, but he possessed to a marked degree the ‘mask of 
command’: the gift of self-control, especially the ability to 
keep a calm exterior in time of crisis.[302] Only once in the 
First World War did Haig lose his composure in public, when 
his HQ was surprised by a German night attack at 
Landrecies in August 1914. Significantly, this occurred when 
he was unwell, suffering from diarrhoea. Ordinarily, Haig 
was not a man to let his feelings show. The two occasions in 
which he attempted grand gestures of leadership merely 
demonstrated how serious the situation had become. The 
first was on 31 October 1914, when the British line at Ypres 
had temporarily given way, and he mounted his horse and 
rode slowly towards the battle-line. The second was during 
the German offensive in April 1918, when he issued his 
‘backs to the wall’ order (see chapter 9), couched in 
uncharacteristically dramatic language. 

We must be careful to distinguish between ‘callousness’ 
and ruthless determination to succeed. While some generals 
have doubtless been psychopaths, most are normal human 
beings who have had to come to terms with the human cost 
of their decisions. Great War generals had friends or even 
sons fighting in the armies under their command. General 
Allenby lost his son Michael on the Western Front, and Haig 
was profoundly affected by the loss of Brigadier-General 
‘Johnnie’ Gough, VC, and his chief of staff, mortally wounded 


while visiting the front line.[303] Haig’s apparent 
callousness was in reality part of the mental make up of 
every successful commander, ‘the robustness’ to withstand 
‘the shocks of war’ to which Field Marshal Wavell referred in 
his celebrated lectures on generalship. [304] 


Attrition in History 


History remembers and condemns Haig as an attritional 
general. Is an attritional strategy ever rational? Attrition is 
the wearing down of the enemy’s physical and moral 
strength. All warfare involves a degree of attrition. Quick 
victories do occur, but normally when there is a gross 
imbalance of fighting power between the protagonists, and 
the extent to which conditions for success in great mobile 
Campaigns were created by preliminary attrition is a chicken 
or egg question that is ultimately unanswerable. It is 
possible that the rapid victory of the Coalition forces over 
Iraq. in 1991 could have been achieved without the 
preliminary, one-way attrition by missile, bomb and shell. 
However, the attrition suffered by the Iraqi forces turned the 
likelihood of the success of the ground war into a near 
certainty. Attrition therefore is not always associated with 
static warfare. According to one great attritional general, 
Ulysses S. Grant, ‘The art of war is simple enough. Find out 
where your enemy is. Get at him as soon as you can. Strike 
at him as hard as you can and as often as you can, and keep 
moving on.’[305]. 

Before the Great War the German military historian Hans 
Delbruck argued that there were two forms of strategy: 
Ermattungsstrategie (strategy of attrition) and 
Niederwerfungsstrategie (strategy of annihilation).[306] The 
Holy Grail for generals has been the battle of annihilation or 
destruction, which delivers rapid and decisive victory. 
However in 1927 the Soviet general A.A. Svechin declared, 
perfectly correctly, that ‘evolution of military art since the 
time of Moltke [the Elder] “has been running from 
destruction toward attrition”’. Svechin, who coined the term 
‘operational art’, and other similar thinkers believed that in 
the era of total war, mass armies and huge fronts, the single 
‘Napoleonic’ decisive battle of annihilation was getting more 


and more difficult to achieve. Instead, modern warfare 
should consist of a number of engagements within a theatre 
integrated into a larger operation. A campaign strategy 
consisted of a sequence of operations conducted according 
to an overall plan.[307] In Svechin’s famous phrase: ‘Tactics 
makes the steps from which operational leaps are 
assembled. Strategy points out the path’.[308] Success in 
modern war is achieved not by a single decisive battle, nor 
even by two or three; rather, by a series of linked and 
inherently attritional operations that destroy the enemy 
physically and shatter his cohesion. 

All warfare contains elements, in differing proportions, of 
attrition and manoeuvre. Rapid and decisive victories 
leading to peace had been thin on the ground in the years 
preceding the Great War. More often than not, warfare had 
been characterised by attrition, and the same was to be 
true in the latter part of the Second World War. The 
employment of attritional warfare per se is not necessarily a 
sign of strategic bankruptcy or stupidity on the part of 
commanders; indeed, in battles fought between evenly 
matched foes attrition is virtually inevitable. 

Haig, the BEF and the New Warfare 

One historian has recently suggested that ‘Haig’s 
reputation will be finally determined not by studies of the 
man himself, but of the man in the context of the armies 
which he commanded,’ but unfortunately, we are a long way 
from that day arriving.[309] Commanding the BEF would in 
any circumstances have been a challenging task, but Haig’s 
problems were compounded by the rapid changes occurring 
on the battlefield. Since the 1991 Gulf War the question of a 
‘Revolution in Military Affairs’ (RMA) based on new 
technology has caused fierce debates within the modern 
defence community. Some pundits believe that the nature of 
war is currently undergoing fundamental changes, while 
others are much more sceptical. During the First World War 
armies had to cope with a series of developments that 


added up to a transformation in the conduct of war. Since 
the 1980s scholars have come increasingly to accept that 
the changes in war fighting were indeed ‘revolutionary’ in 
nature. Williamson Murray, for instance, has referred to the 
‘combined arms revolution’ that occurred on the Western 
Front.[310] There is, however, still something of a tendency 
to see the German army as the leaders in the field while 
down playing the contribution of the BEF. Traditionally, the 
birth of the tank has been seen as the most revolutionary 
aspect of the war, but a significant advance in our 
understanding has come through the work of a serving 
British army officer, Brigadier Jonathan Bailey. 

Bailey argues, persuasively to my mind, that 1914-18 saw 
the emergence of what he calls the ‘Modern Style of 
Warfare’, which was based on artillery, not armour. Initially, 
in 1914, battlefields were ‘linear’ in nature, and artillery was 
used for the most part only to fire at what the gunners could 
actually see. The scarcity of aircraft and howitzers, primitive 
communications and rudimentary gunnery’ techniques 
meant that ‘an enemy in “dead ground” could probably not 
even be located let alone hit’. But by 1918 the battle was 
conducted over a vast area and in three dimensions. Targets 
that might be many miles behind the front line, could be 
located from the air and by a variety of ‘hi-tech’ 
instruments, and accurately attacked by ‘indirect’ artillery 
fire. Placed at the centre of military planning, ‘three 
dimensional’, indirect artillery fire ‘can break the enemy’s 
cohesion and will with catastrophic consequences’. Every 
subsequent military development, in Bailey’s view, has 
merely ‘complement[ed]’ this basic and _ revolutionary 
change.[311] 

Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson have argued, again in my 
view persuasively, that by August 1918 the BEF was 
‘employing a true weapons system’, in which various pieces 
of technology, lethal and non-lethal, different troop types 
(infantry, cavalry, engineers, gunners and the like) and 


effective command and control systems operated in a 
synergistic fashion.[312] Some of the elements of this 
weapons system had been in place in 1914, while others 
had to be developed while the war was in progress, as a 
response to the revolutionary changes on the battlefield. 

The weapons system was the product of the three 
‘preconditions of an RMA’ acting together: ‘technological 
development’; ‘doctrinal and operational innovation’; and 
‘organisational adaptation’.[313] The marriage of science 
and the army was not always an easy one. Initially at least, 
soldiers thought that scientists were ‘far too visionary and 
gadgety to be of any help in the field’ while the scientists 
were baffled ‘why their brain waves, which seemed to them 
such war-winners, made no appeal to the military mind’. 
[314] Yet it was certainly a fruitful union. By the beginning 
of 1917 such scientific methods of warfighting were 
routinely used by the BEF. 

Unlike the aeroplane, the tank or the U-boat, the 106 
model artillery fuse is not remembered as one of the major 
pieces of military technology to have emerged from the First 
World War. Yet in its way, the ‘106’ rivalled the tank in its 
importance. Indeed, it served one of the same purposes. 
Just as a major use of the tank was to crush enemy barbed 
wire, the ‘106’, in Haig’s words, ‘Enabled’ wire 
entanglements to be easily and quickly destroyed and so 
modified our method of attacking organised positions. By 
bursting the shell the instant it touched the ground and 
before it had become buried, the destructive power of the 
explosion was greatly increased.’ 

The dismal sight so common on the first day on the 
Somme, of infantry pinned down in No Man’s Land in front of 
banks of uncut barbed wire, became much rarer from the 
spring of 1917 onwards. Haig went on to signal other ways 
in which the ‘106’ would eventually improve the BEF’s 
operations: ‘It became possible to cut wire with a [sic] far 
less expenditure of time and ammunition and the factor of 


surprise was given a larger part in operations’. An important 
part of the ‘weapons system’ that was to win the war had 
Slotted into place.[315] 

Another part was the arcane work of the ‘flash spotters’ 
and ‘sound rangers’ of the BEF’s Field Survey Companies. 
The first term referred to the spotting of the muzzle flash 
from enemy artillery, the position of which could then be 
determined by trigonometry. The second used microphones 
to detect the report and the subsequent flight of the shell. 
Both methods were used to pinpoint the position of German 
batteries, information vital to counter-battery fire - attempts 
to destroy or at least suppress (for instance by forcing the 
gunners to take shelter) enemy artillery. Sound ranging has 
been described, with pardonable exaggeration, as ‘the 
Manhattan Project’ of the Great War. Like the building of the 
atomic bomb in the Second World War, some of the finest 
scientific minds worked on sound ranging. These included 
the physicist W.L. (later Sir Lawrence) Bragg, who had won a 
Nobel Prize before the war and who, as a lowly lieutenant, 
commanded the BEF'’s first prototype sound ranging section, 
established in 1917.[316] Combined with photography and 
reconnaissance from the air, and accurate mapping of the 
Western Front (in itself a vast enterprise) field survey was a 
formidable addition to the BEF’s weapons system. So was 
the Counter-Battery Staff Office. Created after the Somme, it 
gave the BEF a ‘corps-level ... centralised staff of artillery 
personnel dedicated to the suppression of the enemy’s 
batteries through the analysis and tactical application of 
intelligence.’ This gave the BEF’s gunners a decisive edge 
over their German opponents.[317] 

If artillery was at the centre of the weapons system, there 
are many other areas of innovation that could be discussed 
in detail, including the development of machine guns, 
tunnelling and mining operations, communications[318] and 
staff work. Lack of space unfortunately precludes all but the 
most cursory glimpses at these vital areas. However, one 


area that must be examined is the development of air 
power, which more than any other epitomises the 
revolutionary changes in the nature of war. 

Powered flight was just eleven years old when the First 
World War began and aircraft were still in the experimental, 
powered kite stage. Britain’s Royal Flying Corps (RFC) had 
been created in April 1912 and in August 1914 sent 860 
personnel and 63 aeroplanes to France, where they were 
later joined by ten Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) machines. 
In comparison, the French deployed 138 aircraft and the 
Germans 230.[319] At this stage there was little thought of 
using aeroplanes to shoot down other aeroplanes or to 
attack targets on the ground. Indeed, many aircraft were 
unarmed. Some soldiers acknowledged that aircraft would 
be usefully for reconnaissance, supplementing the role of 
light cavalry. Others had a less enlightened view. In the fifty- 
two months of the First World War, aircraft were to develop 
most of the roles known to modern air forces and came to 
play a crucial role in support of ground forces. In terms of 
sophistication and size the air services of November 1918 
were almost unrecognisable from their primitive ancestors 
of August 1914: the Royal Air Force, formed from the RFC 
and RNAS on 1 April 1918 deployed 291,748 personnel and 
22,171 aircraft across the world. 

From the beginning of 1915, aircraft assumed a vital role 
in the artillery battle, and this was to increase even further 
in importance as the war went on. During 1915 air-to-air 
fighting also began in earnest. An arms race began, as both 
sides strove to improve their aircraft, introduce more 
effective weapons, and develop their tactics. Individual aces 
offered the public at home a welcome shot of glamour, an 
item conspicuously missing from the struggle on the 
Western Front. As the sophistication of the land battle 
increased, so did the role of air forces. Major General H.M. 
Trenchard, the commander of the RFC from August 1915, 
pursued an effective, though costly, offensive strategy that 


complemented Haig’s, carrying the war over the German 
lines. The great battles of 1916, Verdun and the Somme, 
marked the beginning of a vital aspect of modern warfare, 
the struggle for air superiority over the battlefield. Without 
at least parity in the air, ground battles stand very little 
chance of succeeding, and infantrymen began to look 
anxiously skyward for the comforting sign of friendly 
aircraft. That point was underlined by the development in 
1917 of the use of aircraft in the ground attack role. During 
Third Ypres, men of a Canadian infantry brigade were 
lectured that ‘It is the policy of the GHQ to use the RFC for 
Offensive purposes. This entails aeroplane activity far in the 
enemy’s territory beyond the sight of our own troops, and 
explains why our own men in the front line frequently think 
our aeroplanes are doing nothing, when in reality they are 
engaged in the most venturesome and dangerous 
work.’[320] 

That military aircraft had become a vital adjunct to the 
land battle was incontestable by 1918. The RFC/RAF played 
a vital role in repulsing the German spring offensives in 
1918, and ‘The combining of... [the RAF’s] operations with 
those of the other arms, and particularly of the artillery,’ 
wrote Haig in his Final Dispatch, ‘has been the subject of 
constant study and experiment, giving results of the very 
highest value.’[321] In addition to their reconnaissance and 
artillery cooperation roles, and the battle for air superiority, 
aircraft were also used in direct support of troops on the 
ground, for attacking (‘interdicting’) routes leading to the 
battlefield, and even, in an embryonic fashion, for 
transportation. All of these were in addition to strategic 
bombing and home defence roles. Warfare in August 1914 
had been fought in two dimensions, but by November 1918 
it was most definitely fought in three. If, in subsequent 
chapters, the work of the air arm is less visible than perhaps 
it might, | must apologise and ask the reader to bear in 


mind the lecture given in August 1917 to those Canadian 
infantrymen. 

These British military and scientific developments did not, 
of course, take place in isolation from those of other 
countries.[322] Independently of the British, the French 
developed tanks at roughly the same time (although the 
Germans were late in developing tanks and their models 
were distinctly inferior). Likewise, German and French 
artillery developed on parallel lines, although the Germans 
never adopted a British style counter-battery organisation, 
and as late as Passchendaele German sound-ranging 
techniques were inferior to the British. One area where the 
Germans were clearly ahead of the British was in the 
pioneering of modern defensive tactics, which is not 
Surprising, given the respective strategic postures in the 
West. As a result of their experiences on the Somme, the 
Germans jettisoned purely linear defence, opting for ‘elastic’ 
defence-in-depth based on an outpost zone, which served to 
canalize an attacking force, behind which was a ‘battle 
zone’ of mutually supporting strongpoints, with further 
defences to the rear. A key element was the use of 
counterattack formations to push back enemy attackers, 
already disorganised by fighting their way through the 
defences.[323] 


* 


Tactical advances such as these have led many writers to 
portray the German army of 1914-18 as an innovative 
Organisation years ahead of the plodding BEF.[324] The 
evidence suggests the truth is somewhat different. Haig is 
usually regarded just as a battlefield commander. But, in 
fact, he was far more than that. As CinC he controlled a 
large and highly complex organisation. Judged purely on 
results, of coping with profound changes in warfare, of 
evolving an effective weapons system, of actually winning 


the war, the BEF emerges as an innovative and highly 
adaptable force. A judgement of the a priori variety would 
suggest that Douglas Haig, as the man in command of this 
organisation, deserves some of the credit for its success. 
Posterity has denied him this, although it has been swift to 
blame him for the setbacks and disasters. For a man much 
written about, there are surprising gaps in our knowledge 
about the wider aspects of Haig’s command. We do know, 
however, that he was not a technophobe, as he has often 
been branded. On the contrary, he encouraged the 
development and use of tanks, aircraft and various other 
pieces of technology. Haig’s breadth of vision encompassed 
such matters as the importance to the army of an effective 
military police force and the construction of a vast and 
impressive logistic infrastructure. After some _ initial 
Suspicion, Haig became an enthusiastic Supporter of a 
civilian businessman, Sir Eric Geddes, who carried out a 
crucial reorganisation of the railways in France, without 
which the successes of 1917-18 could never have 
happened. In sum, Haig ‘did not fail in ... the duty of 
ensuring that his troops had the right tools for the job, and, 
in the end, enough of them’.[325] 

The Ordinary Soldier and his War 

Ever since | began teaching about the First World War, a 
decade-and-half ago, | have been struck by just how many 
British people know something about relatives that served 
in this conflict. Some have meticulously researched the 
wartime career of a grandfather or a great-grandfather. 
Many more have just a photograph of a soldier self- 
consciously posing behind a chair in a studio, or standing 
alongside a group of mates in a training camp on Salisbury 
Plain. Others still have a vague folk-memory: “he was on the 
Somme, in the artillery, | think”. My knowledge of my own 
family’s wartime history is sketchy. One great-grandfather 
served in the Labour Corps and later in the Queen’s Royal 
West Surrey Regiment. | suspect from a few scraps of hard 


evidence combined with stories from my late grandparents 
that he was one of the older men ‘combed out’ to serve in 
the infantry during the manpower crisis of 1918. My family 
history is little different from those of millions of other 
except that, as far as | Know, all my relatives returned from 
the war. 

The ubiquity of family memories of ancestors that served 
in the British army of the First World War gives an indication 
of both the number of men that served in it (over 5.7 
million) and its social composition.[326] Generally speaking, 
before 1914 the army was recruited from the top and 
bottom of society. For many years, ‘respectable’ working 
class families looked down on the type of man that filled the 
ranks of the army. The officer corps was recruited from a 
fairly narrow socially elite group, defined by money, 
education and birth. While it was possible for a working 
class ranker to be commissioned - famously, ‘Wully’ 
Robertson went from private to field marshal - it was 
difficult. There was little room for the middle classes, 
although many were to be found in the ranks and officers’ 
messes of the Territorial Force. So Kitchener’s expansion of 
the army in autumn 1914 brought into the ranks many men 
who in peacetime would never have dreamed of joining the 
army. In the 16° Manchesters (1S Manchester Pals) ‘all 
classes mingled in the ranks. The packer from the basement 
and the commissionaire from the door were, as often as not, 
put in command of their seniors in the warehouse’ .[327] 

Upper class ex-public schoolboys have come to symbolise 
the British army in the First World War. In reality the social 
basis of the British officer corps began to broaden from the 
very beginning of the war, as Kitchener reached far beyond 
the traditional officer-producing classes to find leaders for 
his new armies. By the mid-war period a rough meritocracy 
had emerged, in which rankers who had demonstrated 
leadership potential on the battlefield were sent for officer 


training more or less regardless of social background. From 
1916 onwards almost all officer candidates passed through 
Officer Cadet Battalions, often based in Oxbridge colleges or 
similar places. Such men were given crash courses in 
officership, which included passing on the paternalistic 
ethos of the pre-war officer corps. Only about two per cent 
of those commissioned in 1913 had passed through the 
ranks; while about 38 percent of officers demobilised at the 
end of the war had working class or lower middle class 
occupations.[328] 

In the course of the Great War 22.11 per cent of the 
United Kingdom’s male population served in the British 
army, yet this did not represent a true ‘cross-section’ of 
society. Some geographic areas produced far more recruits 
than others. A battalion raised in a relatively thinly 
populated area, 9th Devons, included only about 80 natives 
of the county and had to be brought up to strength with 
men from London and Birmingham. Patriotic feeling, fuelled 
by the militaristic culture of Edwardian Britain, undoubtedly 
played a role in the rush to enlist in 1914-15.[329] So did a 
host of factors that ranged from economic conditions of a 
particular industry to the age and personal circumstances of 
individuals. Unemployed men and casual labourers formed a 
ready source of recruits in the early days of the expansion of 
the army, while white-collar workers with steady jobs might 
well need some time to settle their affairs. The demands of 
an economy gearing up for total war also distorted the 
pattern of recruitment. Workers in industries such as 
agriculture, manufacturing and transport were less easily 
spared for the army than those in white-collar occupations, 
both during the voluntary phase and after the introduction 
of conscription in 1916. Men who served in the army in the 
years 1914 to 1918 ‘were as likely to have been clerks or 
shop assistants in civilian life as to have been miners or 
engineers’.[330] However, one should never lose sight of 


the fact that the army was to a very large extent recruited 
from the urban working classes: ‘the British soldier was 
essentially the British working-man in uniform’.[331] 


Trench Life 


It is surprisingly difficult to generalise about what faced 
the men of the British citizen army when they arrived on the 
Western Front. A ‘front line’ soldier like an infantryman or a 
field gunner would have a different experience from a 
soldier on the lines of communication; an ‘other rank’ from 
an officer; a man who served in 1914 from one who served 
the men three years later. Yet it is possible to make some 
wider points. Life in the trenches was always difficult, but in 
the winter of 1914-15 it was particularly grim.[332] A writer 
recalled ‘the agonies of those seemingly endless days and 
nights spent, standing feet deep in water ... men so 
benumbed with cold that they had often to be lifted from 
their positions or dragged from the depths of mud by means 
of ropes passed round their waists ... hideous sights of dead 
men in all the contortions of a violent death, lying about in 
every direction, crying silently for burial.’[333] 

The ‘trenches’ in this period were rudimentary in the 
extreme, sometimes little more than shell holes joined 
together, with a few strands of barbed wire out in front. 
Over the next twelve months the trench system was to 
evolve considerably, making conditions a little easier for the 
soldier. Sandbags provided an extra measure of protection, 
‘duckboards’ lined the trench floor and the front and rear 
walls of the trench were bolstered with timber or similar 
material. Men settled in ‘dugouts’. In early 1916, an infantry 
private wrote home describing his ‘sandbag abode [which 
was] feebly illuminated by a candle dimly burning. My 
neighbour, who is yet more uncomfortably cramped up, is 
falling off to sleep, and his muddy, unshaven and jam- 
smeared face is resting on my shoulder ... The bread has all 
been devoured, but a few broken pieces of hard tack 
biscuits lie scattered on the ground beneath this living, 


semi-sleeping entanglement of men. A bayonet thrust into 
the wall serves as a candlestick ...’[334] 

The scene he describes was scarcely luxurious, but 
conditions on the Givenchy front at this period were 
considerably better than those experienced by the BEF in 
the very early days of trench warfare. Officers’ dugouts 
were somewhat better, but best of all were German 
dugouts, the opulence of which amazed British troops when 
they captured them. 

By the end of 1915 both sides commonly employed a 
frontline trench, a Support trench and a reserve trench, 
connected by lateral communication trenches. At periodic 
intervals inverted V-shapes jutted out; the object of such 
‘traverses’ was prevent an enemy entering the trench from 
firing straight down it, catching the defenders in enfilade [in 
the flank], and also to reduce the impact of an exploding 
Shell or mortar bomb to a minimum. Dense barbed wire 
belts, sometimes many yards wide, had replaced the 
meagre obstacles of 1914. Initially, armies crowded the 
front line trench with soldiers, who would stand on the 
firestep (the trench could be dug to a depth of some ten 
feet) to blaze away at intruders. By 1917-18 there had been 
a general move towards defence-in-depth, which meant 
thinning out the front line trench, holding it with a small 
number of men, and making the main line of resistance 
somewhat further back. In some areas, where water lay just 
below the surface, conventional trenches were replaced by 
breastworks. The width of No Man’s Land, the strip between 
the opposing trenches, varied from about 30 yards on Vimy 
Ridge to half a mile or more elsewhere. 

It is a common fallacy that soldiers were in the trenches 
all the time. Charles Carrington, a subaltern (junior officer) 
in 48th Division analysed his diary for 1916 and discovered 
that he spent 101 days of the year ‘under fire’, 65 of which 
were in ‘frontline trenches, and 36 more in supporting 
positions close at hand’. A further 120 days were spent in 


reserve, and 73 in rest. Of the remaining 72 days, 17 were 
spent at home on furlough or ‘leave’ (as he commented, 
ordinary rankers were far less fortunate in this regard) and 
21 at various instructional schools. The remaining time was 
spent travelling or in a depot camp. Carrington’s battalion 
carried out 16 ‘tours’ in the trenches, varying in length from 
one to thirteen days. Carrington was present during twelve 
tours, during which the battalion were involved in fighting 
on four occasions: ‘Once | took part in a direct attack, twice 
in bombing actions, and once we held the front line from 
which other troops advanced. | also took part in an 
unsuccessful trench-raid. On six other occasions | had to go 
up the line either for working parties or to reconnoitre.’ 
[335] 

Carrington’s experience was fairly typical of infantry 
subalterns in 1916. Being in the trenches occupied only a 
part of an infantryman’s time, while fighting in a battle was 
a rare event. 

Another fallacy is that, while in the trenches, men spent 
all their time fighting for their lives. In fact there were active 
and ‘cushy’ sectors of the front: ‘Trench life in the [Ypres] 
Salient was always strenuous. An anomaly was that the 
nearer the combatants were to each other the less they saw 
of each other. Firing was carried on by snipers from 
prepared places of concealment, and observation was 
carried on by periscope. To show one’s head above the 
parapet was to court death ... artillery and fire never ceased 
day or night - it was only a matter of degree. At night the 
whole semi-circle of the Salient was brilliantly lighted up 
with flares ... Sometimes, on calm nights, the opposing lines 
hurled abuse at each other in between the bursts of fire. 
The winter was, of course the worse time on account of the 
mud, cold and wet.’[336] 

Ypres was always bad, but the activity in other sectors 
varied according to time and circumstance. The Somme, for 
instance, was a reasonably quiet area before July 1916. 


Trench life was made more bearable by informal truces and 
tacit agreements that developed between opposing sides. 
The most famous example of this occurred on Christmas 
Day 1914, when some British and German troops fraternised 
in No Man’s Land. Truces were usually far less spectacular, 
typically taking the form of refraining to bombard the 
enemy positions when hot food was being brought up - if 
you prevented him from eating his breakfast in peace, he 
would do the same to you, and no one would gain. In March 
1916, the 22nd Royal Fusiliers relieved a French unit near 
Souchez: ‘We were confronted by a difficult situation, 
because the front line was totally cut off from the support 
line in daylight, and was enfiladed from the German 
trenches on the Vimy Ridge on our right. The German front 
line opposite us was only thirty or forty yards away; No 
Man’s Land was a mass of wire entanglements, and a 
mutual understanding between the French and Germans 
had reduced offensive warfare to a farce. We were obliged 
to conform to this arrangement till we could improve the 
trenches and repair the C.[ommunication] T.[renches]; and 
there was little or no firing, even at night. By day German 
officers might be seen sitting on the parapet, laughing, 
Shouting, gesticulating; and a_ certain degree of 
fraternisation between sentries in saps only a few yards 
apart was inevitable. [One German sentry was heard to 
shout] “Good morning, you no fire, we no fire’’.’[337] 

In 1915 trench life developed a rhythm of its own. For the 
British soldier the day began before dawn with ‘Stand To’, 
Short for ‘stand to arms’, when the infantry manned the 
parapet (the front lip of the trench: the equivalent in the 
rear was the parados) to meet a possible attack in the half 
light. After breakfast and inspection by an officer, the 
business of keeping the trench in order - shoring up trench 
walls and the like - began. The night was the busiest time 
on the Western Front, as both sides took advantage of the 
cloak of darkness to relieve men from the front line, or to 


leave the relative safety of the trench and venture into No 
Man’s Land to carry out sundry tasks. Nervous sentries 
would peer into the gloom. That object seen by the light of a 
flare - was it a tree stump or was it an enemy sniper? 
Recommended practice if caught out in No Man’s Land and 
illuminated by a flare was to stand stock still, for a sudden 
movement was a Sure giveaway. 

In all sectors, active or cushy, danger was ever present. A 
Shell, mortar bomb or sniper’s bullet could snuff out a life in 
an instant in a ‘quiet’ period just as effectively in as ina 
major battle. In one such ‘quiet’ stretch, from 3 to 23 
November 1914, the two-division Indian Corps suffered an 
average loss of 90 men per day. In the space of a ten- 
minute bombardment on 7 November, 9th Bhopals 
sustained 55 casualties, with another 15 men hit a little 
later.[338] In the six-month run-up to the Battle of the 
Somme, January to June 1916, the BEF lost 107, 776 men in 
minor actions and the usual run of trench warfare. This is in 
a period in which the BEF fought no battles that would count 
as ‘major’ by the standards of the Western Front.[339] 

A contributing factor in the steady loss of men was the 
BEF’s policy of maintaining an active front, to keep up the 
offensive spirit of their own men and grind down enemy 
morale. This led to division-sized ‘minor’ actions such as 3rd 
Division’s attack at St. Eloi, near Ypres in March 1916. Ona 
much smaller scale was the release of gas, or a sudden 
artillery bombardment of enemy trenches, which inevitably 
drew German retribution from which the British infantry 
usually suffered. 

Patrolling and raiding also took its toll. A patrol was a 
Small scale operation - usually of about four men under an 
NCO or officer in which a group of men would venture at 
night out into No Man’s Land with the aim of reconnoitring 
the enemy positions. Such patrols were essentially stealthy 
affairs, for the ‘object ... was to get information and not to 
fight’.[340] Patrols were also used for a more aggressive 


purpose. In late 1917, on the Givenchy front, 25th Division 
carried out no major operations, ‘the work of the units in the 
line consisted in denying “No Man’s Land” to the enemy by 
means of active patrolling every night’, backed by frequent 
bombardment of the enemy trenches by trench mortars. 
[341] Such a policy was not untypical. 

Raiding was part of the policy that the BEF should achieve 
domination of No Man’s Land and give the enemy no rest, 
and was intended to enhance the BEF’s morale. The first 
raids, carried out in late 1914, were improvised affairs 
organised at a local level and conducted on a shoestring 
budget. Some units - the Canadians, the 2nd Royal Welch 
Fusiliers - earned reputations as enthusiastic raiders. Like so 
much else on the Western Front, in the course of 1915 
raiding became far more organised, indeed bureaucratised, 
and became part of the general policy of attrition.[342] 
Even at the time, some queried it, feeling that the casualties 
of the raiders and the toll it took on British troops’ morale 
made it counterproductive. An officer wrote in early 1917 
that ‘raiding is a pretty rotten business, popular with 
nobody, because of its great risks’.[343] The post-war Kirke 
report on the lessons of the Great War decided that the 
raiding policy had not enhanced British morale.[344] Yet this 
active policy did have its place. Raiding helped the BEF to 
develop its assault techniques and the steady attrition of 
the German army undoubtedly contributed to its ultimate 
failure. In 1916, the raids and bombardments carried out by 
Second Army at Ypres were intended to pin enemy divisions 
and to prevent them from reinforcing the Somme. In 1918 
small-scale attritional operations played an important role, 
alongside the big set-piece battles, in the Allied victory in 
the Hundred Days. But how many raids were enough? 
Between 15 September and 16 November 1916, while 
holding a relatively inactive sector, 36th (Ulster) Division 
launched ten raids, of which six were at least partially 
successful. The Division’s historian, Cyril Falls, a veteran 


infantryman and one of the wisest of all writers on the war, 
concluded that ‘Raids were frequently useful, and 
sometimes imperatively necessary; but the British raided 
too often.’[345] 


Morale 


There are no straightforward answers as to how the 
morale of British soldiers, their willingness to endure and 
fight, was maintained in and out of battle. Some historians 
have emphasised the importance of patriotism, belief in the 
cause, and loyalty to the regiment. Others stress the 
importance of working class values of solidarity and 
community, and of the creation of familiar patterns of 
leisure - football matches and concert parties - on the 
Western Front. My own work has stressed the paternalism of 
the British officer corps in ensuring that men were well 
cared for.[346]. Correlli Barnett has pointed to the vast 
infrastructure of baths, canteens and welfare support 
provided by the army.[347] Work on other armies in other 
wars emphasises the importance of the primary groups, the 
small clique of three or four men who, cut off from normal 
sources of affection, formed a substitute family. In battle, 
men would fight for their mates; to protect them, and to 
avoid appearing cowardly.[348] This also appears to be valid 
for the BEF. Niall Ferguson has recently highlighted the fact 
that some soldiers undoubtedly enjoyed combat and even 
the act of killing.[349] For some men religion was a solace; 
for others, cigarettes and rum or, if an officer, whisky. In 
truth, the morale was maintained by a combination of these 
factors, and others, the precise mixture depending on the 
individual. 

One thing that can be stated with some certainty is that 
coercion played a relatively minor role in British soldiers’ 
combat motivation. On some very rare occasions officers did 
shoot, or threaten to shoot, men, but only in moments of 
extreme crisis. Second Lieutenant G.D.R Moor was awarded 
the Victoria Cross on Gallipoli for stemming a_ rout, 
apparently by shooting four soldiers.[350] But it cannot be 
over-emphasised that this was a highly atypical event. 


Discipline was certainly important in maintaining unit 
cohesion - collective morale is of course as important as 
that of individuals - but discipline is not merely something 
that is imposed. Many of the citizen soldiers of the BEF 
found ‘Regular’, boot-bulling discipline to be burdensome 
and unhelpful, and, arguably, in combat self-discipline 
became as important as formal discipline. A relationship 
based on trust and mutual respect between officers and 
rankers was central to this ‘battle discipline’. If the ordinary 
soldier had lived in constant fear of the officer’s revolver, 
this relationship would have been destroyed, and the 
evidence overwhelmingly points in the opposite direction. 
Indeed, the role of the regimental officer in protecting their 
men against the military ‘system’ helped to cement the 
bonds of the relationship. 

There is a common belief that officially-sanctioned battle 
police were routinely lined up behind infantry to shoot those 
who refused to go over the top. The role of military police on 
the Western Front is encrusted with myths, and this is one of 
them. Such men carried out important tasks, including 
traffic control, rounding up stragglers and = arresting 
deserters, but summary executions did not fall within their 
ambit. Executions were intended in part pour encourager les 
autres, to maintain discipline. Thus the British army made a 
considerable effort to publicise them: reading out the 
findings of courts martial on parade and the like. Doing 
away with a malefactor in a hole-and-corner fashion would 
have defeated a primary object of capital sentences. It 
would also have been illegal. Some of the men executed for 
military offences certainly seem to have been the victims of 
‘rough justice’, receiving trials that even by the standards of 
the time were unfair. Certain men seem to have been 
suffering from  shellshock (or more correctly, were 
psychiatric casualties). However the army at least insisted 
on a formal trial and for death sentences to be confirmed by 
commanders right up to the level of CinC. In May 1918, 


during the crisis of the German offensive on the Aisne, a 
divisional commander asked for permission to short-circuit 
the system by carrying out death sentences on stragglers to 
deter others. GHQ turned down the request.[351] 

British soldiers of the First World War are commonly 
regarded as helpless, passive victims of their own 
commanders. In reality rankers were perfectly capable of 
making their views known if they thought that they were 
being treated unfairly. Non Commissioned Officers (NCOs) 
had a vital role in keeping the officers informed of feelings in 
the ranks, and a quiet word with a sympathetic sergeant 
was one way of registering a complaint. Other strategies 
included unofficial negotiation about orders on_ the 
battlefield, yelling abuse from the comforting anonymity of 
the ranks, or sit-down strikes. At the most serious end of the 
scale were full-scale mutiny and murder of officers, although 
these were extremely rare. The Etaples mutiny of 1917 was 
caused by mundane issues that added up to a sense of 
unfairness among the soldiers at a base and training camp. 
However, it was the only major event of its type that 
occurred in the BEF on the Western Front while the war was 
in progress. The ‘combat refusals’ suffered by some 
Australian units in autumn 1918 were very different in 
nature; they sprang from exhaustion from continuous and 
very heavy (albeit successful) fighting. After the war had 
ended, there was an upsurge of resistance to military 
authority, ranging from refusals to put up a battalion 
football team to the burning down of Luton town hall. Some 
interpreted this as the beginnings of the British revolution. 
The reality was more prosaic. The British army remained a 
citizen force of civilians, largely working men, in uniform. 
Many took the attitude that they had joined the army to 
carry out the task of beating the German army. With that job 
completed they were no longer prepared to put up with 
military discipline and demanded that demobilisation should 
occur as rapidly as possible. [352] 


In fact, British soldiers showed remarkable resilience 
during the gruelling attritional campaigns on the Western 
Front. Unlike the French, German, Russian and _ Italian 
armies, the BEF did not suffer a large-scale collapse in 
morale or discipline. British military morale’ certainly 
experienced peaks and troughs. Morale among the troops 
certainly caused military authorities some concern over the 
winters of 1914-15 and 1915-16, while Passchendaele 
marked the low point of the BEF’s morale during the war. 
The vexed question of the BEF’s morale in spring 1918 is 
considered in some detail in chapter 9. For all that, spirits 
recovered after each bout of depression. Indeed a 
significant factor in the Allied victories in the second half of 
1918 was the decline in the willingness of German soldiers 
to fight, while the morale of their British counterparts 
remained steady and even increased. 

What, then of the ‘disillusionment’ or ‘disenchantment’ 
that so many soldiers are supposed to have experienced? 
Literary specialists and cultural historians are apt to make 
Sweeping statements about this particular phenomenon, 
often based on the experiences of a small handful of officer- 
poets.[353] As a number of scholars have demonstrated, 
men such as Siegfried Sassoon were completely untypical of 
the men of the BEF as a whole, in terms of their social class, 
literary bent, and attitudes to the war[354] If by 
‘disillusionment’ one means coming to reject the reason 
why Britain fought the war, as Sassoon did, it may be said 
that the vast bulk of British soldiers did not become 
disillusioned. Certainly, some middle class men who joined 
the army found that their idealism crumpled when brought 
into contact with the reality of bullying NCOs and the 
squalor of army life - most famously the high-minded 
journalist C.E. Montague, author of the eloquently entitled 
memoir Disenchantment.[355] Working class civilians in 
uniform, for whom life in the army may well have actually 
brought about an improvement in their standard of living, 


tended not to share these views. Rather than generalising 
from a tiny group of atypical officers with literary 
inclinations, one needs to examine the circumstances and 
thinking of each individual. After the war, when ex-soldiers 
discovered that Britain was not a land fit for heroes, some 
disillusionment certainly set in. Such feelings were fuelled, 
although not created, by the publication of ‘disillusioned’ 
war books, as we have seen.[356] However, this is very 
different from arguing that they became disillusioned with 
Britain’s cause while the war was in progress - or indeed 
after it had ended. 

‘Disillusionment’ is capable of such wide interpretation as 
to become almost meaningless as a concept. What, for 
instance, is to be made of men disenchanted with post-war 
life who look back at the war years through a rosy glow, as 
the pinnacle of their life? ‘Once you have lain in her arms,’ 
Guy Chapman wrote of war, ‘you can admit no other 
mistress.’[357] Such beliefs united men of extreme right- 
wing militarist views with individuals such as Chapman, who 
was certainly not of this persuasion. Alternatively, into what 
category should one place C.E. Jacomb, who hated the army 
but found compensations in the fellowship of his fellow 
soldiers?[358] Unless tightly (and rather pedantically) 
defined, the concept of disillusionment hinders rather than 
aids understanding of the British soldier in the Great War. It 
would be as well to discard it altogether. 


Chapter 7: The Year of the Somme 


The modus operandi of Sherlock Holmes, the greatest of 
fictional detectives, was to examine evidence in minute 
detail and to arrive at apparently miraculously accurate 
conclusions by the application of ruthlessly logical 
deduction. A modern day Holmes, knowing nothing of the 
Battle of the Somme, could deduce much from a visit to the 
area between the French towns of Albert, which was behind 
the British lines, and German-held Bapaume. From evidence 
such as the location of ridges, valleys and woods, war 
memorials and cemeteries, the dates of death and names of 
regiments inscribed on headstones, our detective would 
conclude that the Somme was no swift campaign. Rather, it 
was an attritional affair in which one side used shells, bullets 
and soldier’s bodies to grind down the enemy’s forces and 
expel him from his trenches, while the other tenaciously 
held on to his positions, launching frequent counterattacks. 

All battles are shaped by the terrain over which they are 
fought, and the travellers that head out northeast along the 
old, straight Roman road from the small town of Albert soon 
find themselves heading uphill. Before long, they will reach 
a low ridge with a village - La Boisselle -nestling on the 
forward slope. In July 1916, this was the area where the 
British and German front lines faced each other. No Man’s 
Land was quite narrow at this point, although owing to the 
lie of the land it widened considerably on either flank. This 
area was heavily fought over in the early days of July 1916. 
On the ridge, just under two miles further on up the D929 is 
another village, Poziéres, which straggles along either side 
of the road. The fighting in this area dates from the latter 
part of July and early August. 


At the far end of Poziéres village is a clump of grass- 
covered mounds, the highest point on the Somme 
battlefield. These are the remains of a windmill, captured 
and held after great exertions by the Australian forces that 
are commemorated on the site. Just across the road is a 
handsome memorial to the Tank Corps, featuring finely- 
detailed models of period tanks. One bears a bullet hole 
from the Second World War - yet another reminder that this 
area of France was fought over twice in the twentieth 
century. Standing on the windmill site, one looks beyond the 
tank monument toward a series of woods. The cemeteries 
and memorials stand in mute testimony to the fact that 
Delville Wood, High Wood, Mametz Wood, and the rest 
proved formidable obstacles to the advance of British troops 
on the southern flank. 


The Plans 


The Allies’ strategic design for 1916, thrashed out in a 
series of conferences at the end of the previous year, was 
fundamentally sound. Germany, in the centre of Europe, 
was to be attacked on all fronts. The newly-enlarged BEF 
was to take part in an attack on the Somme area as junior 
partner to the French, while the Russian and Italian armies 
were to attack in their respective theatres. Faced with a 
concerted onslaught, the Germans would be unable to 
switch forces to face each new threat. 

On the other side of the lines the Germans were also 
making plans. In a document known to history as the 
Christmas Memorandum, Falkenhayn, the senior German 
commander, set out his belief that Britain was Germany’s 
primary enemy, and that the most effective way of striking 
at her was to attack ‘England’s best sword’: the French 
army. If France could be sufficiently weakened so that she 
settled for a compromise peace with Germany, the threat of 
Britain would be neutralised. Thus Germany would launch a 
major attack on France. Eventually, he settled on an assault 
on Verdun. What Falkenhayn actually intended to achieve is 
disputed by historians, but it is most likely that the version 
he set out in his book, written shortly after the war, was the 
essential truth. Falkenhayn intended to bleed France white 
and bring about the collapse of the French government, 
which in turn would lead to peace. He had no faith in a 
breakthrough battle, but rather sought to exhaust the 
enemy through attrition before the British were able to do 
the same to Germany.[359] 

On 21 February 1916 Falkenhayn launched Operation 
Gericht, or ‘Law Court’. Verdun was an area in which France 
had invested a huge amount of emotional capital, a little 
like Ypres for the British. The French battled fiercely for the 
position, which was as important symbolically as it was a 


place of real military worth. One historian has denounced 
Falkenhayn’s attritional concept as ‘the degeneration of the 
art of war’. Others have argued he really did intend to seize 
Verdun, and after the war excused his failure by claiming 
that he had only intended attrition all along. Paradoxically, 
Falkenhayn was using total methods to achieve a limited 
aim; he was a rare example of a Great War general willing to 
contemplate something less than total victory. Gericht 
achieved two things. In the long term, it dealt a heavy blow 
to French military morale, although the full fruits of this 
were not to become apparent until the spring of 1917. In the 
short term, Falkenhayn seized the initiative from the Allies, 
which in turn had an important impact on the preparations 
for the Somme. 

The Battle of the Somme had originally been a French 
conception. Haig would have preferred to fight around 
Ypres, where there were some genuine strategic objectives, 
but as junior partner bowed to French wishes. The 
unforeseen crisis at Verdun sucked increasing numbers of 
French troops into ‘the mill on the Meuse’, and by default 
the British became the leading player in the Somme 
offensive. Whether the battle would have been better 
conducted if the experienced French army had remained the 
senior partner is impossible to say. 

The First Day on the Somme 

The outline story of the First Day on the Somme is easily 
told. Haig planned to penetrate the German positions with a 
mass infantry attack and then feed in mobile reserves to 
exploit the success. On 1 July 1916, after a seven-day 
bombardment, 14 divisions attacked on a 27,000-yard front. 
It was a ‘race to the parapet’ with the attacking infantry 
aiming to reach the enemy positions before the defenders 
succeeded in scrambling up from their dugouts to man their 
weapons. In most cases, the attackers, who were often 
hampered by uncut belts of barbed wire, lost the race. In 
the north, at Gommecourt, a diversionary attack failed. The 


main attack north of the Albert-Bapaume road also failed, 
although local gains were made in some places. South of 
the road, XV Corps was more successful, capturing the 
village of Mametz. At the extreme south of the British line, 
the picture was radically different. XIII Corps captured all of 
its objectives, and on their right Fayolle’s French Sixth Army 
had a striking success in their attack both north and south 
of the River Somme. We shall presently return to this 
forgotten part of the First Day on the Somme. 

The problems faced by British infantry in the northern 
sector of the Somme battlefield on 1 July are graphically 
illustrated by the attack of the 36th (Ulster) Division. The 
Ulsters’ initial assault fared very differently from those of 
many other divisions on that terrible day. The division was 
aided by effective artillery fire, in which British gunners had 
the assistance of French batteries. Stokes mortars fired 
smoke shells that helped to screen the infantry from 
German view. Sensible infantry tactics, where the men 
crawled out into No Man’s Land before the barrage lifted 
and thus were able to rush forward quickly were also 
important. The Ulsters rapidly captured the German first line 
with only light casualties and pushed on. Here their troubles 
began. 

On their right, 32nd Division’s assault on the German 
stronghold of Thiepval had been only partially successful, 
which exposed the flank of the Ulster Division to heavy fire. 
Soon the German artillery began to pound No Man’s Land, 
making it exceptionally difficult and dangerous for reserves 
to attempt to reach the advanced troops. On the left of 36th 
Division, the attack of 29th Division failed, as did the 
Ulsters’ own left flank, held up by a deep ravine and heavy 
machine gun fire. This allowed the Germans in this sector to 
concentrate their fire on the left flank of 36th Division. Thus 
this division, which had pushed ahead and captured the 
formidable Schwaben Redoubt while the attacks of its 
neighbours had failed, was as a consequence being raked 


by enemy fire from the front and both sides, as well as 
being sealed off from the British lines by a wall of high 
explosive. 

According to the plan, 107 Brigade, the divisional reserve, 
was to have passed through the assault troops and attack 
the German second position. Major General Nugent, the 
commander of 36th Division, queried whether this move 
ought to be cancelled, given the fact that both their flanks 
were ‘in the air’. At this point the problem of 
communications came into play. There were delays in 
getting a response from the higher formation, X Corps. By 
the time approval of the halt order was received, at 9.16am, 
it was too late. The field telephone lines carried forward by 
the signallers were all cut; by the time a runner arrived with 
the message, 107 Brigade, already savagely reduced by the 
ordeal of crossing No Man’s Land, had begun to advance to 
the next objective. 

‘Of that last wild and desperate venture across a thousand 
yards of open country, few returned to tell the tale.’[360] 
The remnants of 107 Brigade got to within 100 yards of their 
objective, where they were held up by the British artillery 
barrage and suffered heavy casualties. Firing according to a 
Strict timetable, the British gunners were not due to lift their 
sights until 10.10 a.m. and, thanks to poor communications, 
there was no way of informing the artillery of the changed 
situation. The Germans made good use of the enforced 
delay, reinforcing their trenches and bringing a heavy fire to 
bear on the Ulstermen lying prone in the open. When the 
curtain of British shells moved on to its next target, the 
Surviving infantry assaulted the German second position. 
Pitifully weak by this stage, they could not hold the ground 
they captured. 

The story of the rest of the day was of the Ulsters being 
forced back from position to position as increasingly violent 
German counterattacks were thrown in. By the evening of 1 
July, most of the survivors of 36th Division were back in the 


Original British lines. A handful of die-hards, reinforced by 
elements of 49th Division, were clinging on in the German 
front line and even in the Schwaben Redoubt. The Ulsters 
had done everything that could possibly have been asked of 
them. They had paid the penalty of mistakes aplenty, the 
products of an inexperienced army fighting a major battle 
for the first time. But they also suffered from the near 
impossibility of reinforcing success, which was a product of 
the inadequacy of 1916-vintage communications. 

Breakthrough or Bite-and-hold? 

The key to British failure on 1 July 1916 was the use of 
artillery. General Sir Henry Rawlinson, Fourth Army 
commander, originally wanted to carry out fairly limited 
infantry attacks, to capture the front line and a few 
objectives beyond it, which could have been supported by 
the available guns. Haig changed the plan to increase the 
depth of positions the infantry were to capture, without 
increasing the number of guns. Thus the British artillery was 
spread too thinly for the task it had been set. This mismatch 
of guns and objectives was to bedevil the BEF throughout 
the Somme campaign.[361] 

This problem was exacerbated by the inadequacies of the 
ammunition. Of the approximately 1.5 million shells fired in 
the preliminary bombardment (originally scheduled for five 
days, it was increased to seven), about a million were 
Shrapnel. This was a type of shell that threw out steel balls 
when it exploded. Lethal against soldiers standing in the 
open, they were ineffective against men sheltering in 
dugouts many feet underground. For this High Explosive 
(HE) shells were needed, but there was simply too few of 
these available. Furthermore, many of the British shells 
were duds. Making the shells and fuses was a delicate art 
and the massive expansion of the munitions industry in 
Britain and the USA had led to a dilution of quality.[362] 

Finally, the BEF’s artillery tactics, based on the idea that 
‘artillery conquers, infantry occupies’, were defective. The 


British official history states that ‘British High Command had 
relied on the bombardment destroying ... [German] 
defences and ... morale ... their plan was framed, its tactics 
settled, and the troops trained in the sure and certain hope 
that the infantry would only have to walk over No Man’s 
Land and take _ possession.’[363] ThiS approach both 
overestimated the effectiveness of the artillery in July 1916 
and underestimated the effectiveness of infantry; it has 
often been said that British high command did not think that 
the citizen soldiers of Kitchener’s Army were capable of 
doing anything more complicated than advance in a series 
of ‘waves’. The experience of 1917-18 was to demonstrate 
that artillery was a war-winning weapon, but in July 1916 
cooperation between arms was in its infancy. The rigid 
artillery timetable, in which a barrage would ‘lift’ from 
objective to objective, is evidence of this. Too often on 1 July 
the ‘lifts’ would race ahead of the infantry, who were 
Supposed to keep pace with it; it was nearly impossible to 
recall the ‘barrage’. The BEF of 1918 had a finely tuned 
weapons system. In July 1916 some of the weapons existed 
but there was scarcely a ‘system’ at all. 

The Unknown First Day on the Somme 

In recent years, research has suggested that the tactical 
picture on the First Day on the Somme is not as clear-cut as 
had previously been thought. The traditional interpretation 
has Rawlinson laying down, via Fourth Army Tactical Notes, 
that the infantry should advance in a long, slow-moving line, 
which resulted in the German machine gunners being 
presented with perfect targets. Modern ‘infiltration’ tactics, 
using small groups to find weak spots in the enemy position 
were, apparently, years away. 

In reality the speed at which battalions crossed No Man’s 
Land was decided at corps or divisional level, or, when the 
bullets were actually flying, by brigades and battalions. 
Fourth Army Tactical Notes is ambiguous on this point, and 
is less prescriptive on the matter of tactical formations than 


the official history implies. At one point it seems to suggest, 
sensibly enough, the use of small mobile columns for the 
initial advance, deploying into ‘waves’ for the assault. Nick 
Perry’s work has recently reinforced this point. He has 
shown that divisions, and especially brigades, did attempt 
to take advantage of local tactical factors, ‘even at the 
outset of the battle when the dead hand of Fourth Army 
centralisation was at its worst.’ Of the five divisions in the 
northern sector of Fourth Army, none configured their 
attacking battalions in precisely the same fashion. Similarly, 
Tony Cowan’s work on 34" Division emphasises that it did 
not attack in a straightforward wave formation. Taking it 
right down to company and platoon level, 34th Division 
attacked in a mixture of column and line. None of this of 
course changes the fact that many of the attacks on 1 July 
1916 resulted in bloody failures. It does suggest, though, 
that the reasons for those failures were more complicated 
than is widely believed, and that they cannot simply be laid 
at the door of battalions blindly following incompetent 
tactical advice handed down from on high.[364] 

As we have seen, in 1915 the BEF had undertaken a good 
deal of tactical experimentation and this was reflected in 
the official pamphlets issued prior to the Somme offensive. 
Paddy Griffith has gone as far as to argue that ‘the BEF had 
already discovered most of the key points of modern assault 
tactics even before the first day of the Somme’. He 
contends that the dichotomy that Edmonds identified - 
followed by ‘future generations of Somme-mockers’[365] - 
between ‘infiltration tactics’ (using the small group, known 
as the ‘worm’ or ‘blob’ to the British) and the ‘wave’ or 
linear approach was a false one. In reality, the concepts 
were complementary: ‘the BEF’s 1916 doctrine [called for] 

an aggressive front line to push forward wherever 
possible [i.e. ‘infiltrate’] and rearward lines to mop up and 
consolidate ...’ As Griffith argues, this was very similar to 


the celebrated German ‘stormtroop’ methods. Failures of 
execution, not doctrinal weakness, lay at the root of the 
disaster of 1 July 1916.[366] 

The use of the word ‘disaster’ must be immediately 
qualified. The achievements of XV and XIII Corps on the 
southern flank demonstrate that given the right conditions, 
the tactics of early July 1916 could be effective. These 
formations enjoyed several advantages denied to their 
unluckier neighbours to the north. The German positions 
were much weaker, in terms of guns and men in this sector, 
and the British were aided by a large number of highly 
effective French guns. Moreover, 30° and 18* Divisions 
employed the ‘creeping barrage’. This consisted of a curtain 
of shells moving ahead of the infantry at a rate of perhaps 
100 yards in three to five minutes.[367] The infantry pushed 
up as close as they could to the barrage, ‘leaning’ on it: to 
hang back was to risk German machine gunners popping up 
from shell holes and shooting the attackers in the rear. By 
lunchtime XIIl Corps was on its final objective, but its units 
were too weak and exhausted to do more than send out 
patrols.[368] 

We now know that this was a missed opportunity. The 
defenders in this sector, weak to start with, had been 
reduced to little more than a few scattered parties 
defending the woods to XIII Corps’ front. Unfortunately, 
there were no operational reserves to exploit this 
opportunity. Rawlinson’s initial belief that the battle should 
be a step-by-step affair, graphically vindicated on much of 
the front, was tragically wrong in this sector. 9" Division, in 
reserve behind XIll Corps front, was not even concentrated 
for a rapid advance. The cavalry, poised to exploit a 
breakthrough, were held further to the north, along the axis 
of the Bapaume road. In any case, Rawlinson, perhaps 
disbelieving the messages of success he was receiving, and 
worried about problems of congestion and coordination on 


the boundary between his Army and the French, refused to 
deploy the cavalry to the southern sector. Even on 3 July the 
door was still open. On that day Lieutenant Colonel Frank 
Maxwell, who had won the VC during the Boer War, carried 
out a reconnaissance that took his party about two miles in 
front of the captured positions.[369] 

On the British right flank Fayolle’s French Sixth Army had 
done remarkably well on 1 July. French XX Corps attacked on 
the immediate British flank, with | Colonial Corps assaulting 
south of the river Somme, and XXXV Corps on the extreme 
right. Beginning on 24 June, the French bombardment was 
highly effective, XX Corps fielding 32, | Colonial Corps 65 
and XXXV Corps 20 batteries of heavy artillery respectively. 
By the end of the day Fayolle’s men had captured all of their 
objectives and taken 4000 prisoners, for light loss. 

By First World War standards then, the achievements of 
French Sixth Army and British XIIl and XV Corps were 
considerable.[370] Yet overall, the First Day on the Somme 
was a failure. The BEF had attempted to run before it could 
properly walk, and had paid a horrific price in human life as 
a result. The popular image of British military ineptitude in 
the First World War is very largely drawn from that day, but 
the notoriety of the ‘First Day on the Somme’ should not be 
allowed to overshadow the fact that it represented an 
important point on a learning curve, which, at this moment, 
was very steep indeed. 

The Somme: the Next Phases 

There was no question of shutting the offensive down 
after 1 July. For one thing, it would have been politically 
impossible, given that the French were still under heavy 
pressure at Verdun. Anglo-French tensions were never far 
below the surface. As a result of the argument between Haig 
and Joffre on 3 July over the direction of future British 
attacks the Allies fought what amounted to two separate 
and uncoordinated battles side by side for the next couple 
of months.[371] The killing went on, with the British aiming 


to secure a line from which to launch an attack on the 
German Second Position. The BEF inched forward in some 
places - Fricourt fell on 2 July, La Boisselle the next day - 
but made little progress in others, notably in front of the 
citadel of Thiepval. Fourth Army’s problems were partly 
related to the effectiveness and tenacity of the defenders, 
and partly to British tactical failings; but above all the first 
few weeks of fighting on the Somme cruelly exposed the 
failure of British commanders at the operational level. 

Between 3 and 13 July Fourth Army was constantly in 
action, mounting 46 attacks resulting in 25,000 British 
casualties. These assaults were typical of British actions on 
the Somme, in that they were piecemeal, poorly prepared, 
hastily arranged and troops were used in ‘penny-packets’. 
More British soldiers were killed and wounded than in these 
actions than in the two large-scale set-piece operations of 
14 July and 15 September put together. Moreover, the 
formations that were used often did not use their resources 
to the best effect. During the fighting for Intermediate 
Trench in August, infantry were thrown into the assault in 
too few numbers to be effective,[372] This was an all-too- 
common occurrence. Moreover, frequently the guns of a 
corps would remain silent instead of aiding a neighbour’s 
operation. Rawlinson, and_ ultimately Haig, bear 
responsibility for failing to coordinate the formations under 
their command.[373] 

Contalmaison, a tiny village in the rear of the German 
front line of 1 July, was the scene of successive attacks by 
British divisions. Visiting the area today, one can walk along 
a farm track more or less on the line of the German 
trenches. After a short trek, one is suddenly faced by a dip 
in a field that forms a natural amphitheatre. In July 1916 it 
was a killing ground. One can see with dreadful clarity how 
infantry, advancing down the slopes of the grassy bowl, 
would be exposed to enemy machine gun fire from the 
front, and from Contalmaison and Mametz Wood on the 


flanks. If held by a determined enemy, this position was 
never going to be taken by a frontal assault. Yet 17th 
Division unsuccessfully assaulted this position three times, 
on 7, 8, and 9 July. Only on 10 July, when neighbouring 
divisions captured Mametz Wood and Contalmaison, was 
this position unlocked, and 17* Division was able to move 
forward. Ironically, this entire area had been there for the 
taking on 3 July, being virtually undefended.[374] 

Things were no better on Reserve Army’s front. This 
formation, under General Sir Hubert Gough, had taken over 
operations north of the Bapaume road in early July. There, at 
Poziéres beginning on 23 July, infantry of 15* Australian 
Division, fresh from the Middle East, was committed to its 
first action on the Western Front, being thrown into a series 
of attacks on narrow fronts. In six weeks of fighting, the 
Australians sustained 23,000 casualties, which was roughly 
equal to the losses they had suffered in eight months at 
Gallipoli. Ten months later Charles Bean, the Australian 
official war correspondent noted in his diary that ‘Poziéres is 
one vast Australian cemetery but ... [the bodies] have been 
shattered & buried too often by shells for much to remain. 
Thousands of men can go and very few graves 
remain.’[375] 


The Dawn Assault 


Reserve and Fourth Armies, however bloodily and 
clumsily, clawed their way through the outlying German 
defences in the early days of July. A fortnight after the 
beginning of the battle Rawlinson was at last ready for an 
attack on the German Second Position. Four divisions, 21‘, 
7, 3 and 9", with 18* Division guarding the right flank, 
assembled at night opposite Longueval Ridge. Following an 
intensive artillery bombardment of five minutes the British 
attack went in at dawn - 3.25 a.m. - on 14 July. Unlike on 1 
July, the initial assault was a stunning success. The Germans 
were caught unprepared and bewildered by the British 
Shelling. The infantry, mostly Kitchener volunteers, swept 
upon on to the ridge and captured it by mid-morning. 

Haig had needed to be persuaded before he had agreed to 
an assault at dawn. An assembly during the night was a 
difficult operation, involving movement in the dark and lying 
out in No Man’s Land before the attack. The fact that both 
the assembly and the assault were successful speaks 
volumes about the capabilities of the Kitchener infantrymen. 
‘Compared to 1 July the attack was, in several respects, a 
more accurate reflection of the capabilities of the New Army 
formations, given imaginative operational planning’.[376] 
Yet the fact that the attack took place at dawn was less 
important than the way that the artillery was handled. This 
was no penny-packet attack. 

On 1 July, the Royal Artillery shelled 22,000 yards of front; 
and no less than 300,000 yards of trench lying in support of 
the front line. For the 14 July attack the comparative figures 
were 6,000 and 12,000 yards. Thus while on the first day of 
the battle the fire of the British guns had been spread too 
thinly to be effective, a fortnight later there was a 
formidable concentration of firepower. Rawlinson’s gunners 
had two-thirds of the guns they had had on 1 July, but on 


the 14 July only had to bombard just over five per cent of 
the ground. Fourth Army used 1,000 artillery tubes, 311 of 
which were heavy guns or howitzers, in the preliminary 
bombardment, which began early on 11 July. Every yard of 
German trench was subjected to 660lb of shell, ‘an intensity 
of fire twice that of Neuve Chapelle [in March 1915] and five 
times that achieved before the 1 July attack.’[377] Fourth 
Army was reaping the rewards of the move towards a total 
war economy, which made prodigious quantities of shells 
available to the gunners. 

When visiting the Somme battlefield, | often take parties 
to Longueval Ridge. From the misleadingly named 
Caterpillar Valley cemetery there is a magnificent view 
across much of the Somme battlefield. Facing south, in the 
distance one can see the position of the old German line 
captured by XIll Corps on 1 July. It was in this area that 
Captain Billie Nevill’s men of the 8 East Surreys went into 
action on 1 July kicking footballs - an act of public school 
bravado or a shrewd psychological trick of leadership, 
depending on one’s viewpoint. On 14 July the British infantry 
attacked over the ground to one’s front. Turning around and 
walking over to the other side of the cemetery brings a 
different view into sight. Now, one can see High Wood, well 
named because of its commanding position, to the north- 
west. High Wood is separated by some apparently open 
ground from the village of Longeuval, just over a mile away, 
adjacent to Delville Wood. On 14 July 1916, on the southern 
side of the ridge, the story was one of major success. On 
this side, the tale is was one of a missed opportunity. 


Cavalry in Action 


Rawlinson’s plan for 14 July envisaged the 29 Indian 
Cavalry Division passing through the successful infantry 
assault to exploit the initial gains. There is a strong 
suspicion that Rawlinson was aware of Haig’s displeasure at 
the way that he had watered down the initial ‘breakthrough’ 
plan, and no doubt out of a sense of self-preservation, was 
determined to let the cavalry have its day. Thus the infantry 
was held back from going forward to occupy High Wood, 
which was lightly defended. But where exactly to hold 
cavalry reserves was a matter of fine judgement. Held too 
far back and they were robbed of the ability to seize fleeting 
opportunities. Push them too far forward and they were 
highly vulnerable to enemy artillery fire. In the event, 
bringing the cavalry forward over trenches and shell-pocked 
No Man’s Land on 14 July was difficult and time consuming. 
They did not arrive on the scene until the early evening, and 
then only in the strength of two regiments. The 7? Dragoon 
Guards and an Indian unit, the 2.4 Deccan Horse, names 
redolent of a past era, formed up and attacked. According to 
the received wisdom this should have been a scene of futile, 
poetic irony, of horsemen being mown down by machine 
guns. In reality, the attack was a considerable success. 

British cavalry of the First World War were far from an 
anachronism. The trooper was capable of both mounted 
action and also of acting as an infantryman, being armed 
with a rifle and having the support of machine guns. 
Stephen Badsey has memorably compared their action to 
that of short-range paratroops. At Arnhem in the Second 
World War lightly equipped airborne forces were dropped 
miles ahead of the main body of the army to seize and hold 
key terrain until relief arrived. On the Western Front, in the 
right circumstances, the mobility of cavalry allowed them to 
advance a thousand or two yards ahead of the infantry. The 


cavalry would then dismount and go into action defending 
the captured position, until the infantry caught up and 
reinforced the coup de main force. 

Barbed wire and trenches were the principal enemies of 
cavalry in the First World War. But the ground before High 
Wood was relatively clear. The 7" Dragoon Guards, opposed 
by infantry and machine gunners hiding in crops, charged 
them, got among the Germans, ‘killed a number with the 
lance’, and took 32 prisoners. The cavalry’s machine guns 
‘silenced’ a German machine gun. Two infantry battalions 
simultaneously assaulted High Wood and secured the 
southernmost corner. The cavalry dismounted = and 
entrenched, but when the support from the infantry did not 
arrive, they fell back. The horseman had lost about 100 
men. As Stephen Badsey has commented, ‘if two regiments 
could charge successfully for 1,000 yards into unprepared 
German defences, a further two brigades arriving early 
enough in the day could have continued the charge by a 
further 1,500 yards to the east, so taking the German 
positions at Longueval and Delville Wood in the rear ...’[378] 
The absence of a substantial force of cavalry possibly 
condemned the BEF to months of heavy fighting before 
Delville and High Woods passed into their hands. 

If nothing else, the dawn assault of 14 July would appear 
to show that British high command had learned how to 
conduct a successful ‘bite-and-hold’ operation. On 27 July 
the trick was repeated. Two British brigades (one each from 
24 and 5" Divisions) attacked Delville Wood on a frontage 
Supported by no less than two corps’ worth of artillery: 369 
guns and howitzers, with additional weapons in a counter- 
battery role. Most of the Wood was seized and held. 
Unfortunately, subsequent operations in the area, some by 
other brigades of 2" Division, ignored the lesson of 27 July, 
and allowed the artillery to split its fire between various 
targets rather than concentrating it. For reasons which still 


have historians arguing, operational lessons were being 
imperfectly learned by the BEF, and certainly imperfectly 
applied. 

The story of the two months from 15 July to 14 September 
is one of struggles of awesome ferocity for individual 
objectives. The Germans continued to fight for Delville Wood 
after most of it was captured on 27 July, and it was not 
finally cleared (by 14 Division) for another month. 
Elsewhere division after division attacked, painfully 
advancing the British line a few hundred yards. Not only was 
artillery mishandled but infantry also continued to attack in 
penny-packets on narrow fronts. ‘Divisional’ attacks were 
often carried out by handfuls of companies. The attacks on 
Guillemont began in mid-July, but not until 3 September did 
the ruins of the village fall to the British. Well might the 
British official historian refer to the ‘slow and costly advance 
throughout July and August’.[379] The result was a loss in 
this period of 100,000 men for gains approximately 5.5 
Square miles. The proportion of casualties to ground gained 
was Similar to that of 1 July.[380] 


Enter the Tanks 


On 15 September Haig launched another major 
coordinated attack on a ten-mile front. This stretched from 
Thiepval, in Reserve Army’s sector, across to a point near 
the boundary with the French. This time Haig was pinning 
his faith on a new weapon: the tank. The concentration of 
guns was respectable - one heavy piece every 29 yards; the 
creeping barrage was used to good effect; and five corps 
attacking side-by-side made for mutual support, which 
made it difficult for the defenders to concentrate their fire. 
The objectives were kept sensibly limited. In the event, the 
Battle of Flers-Courcelette (as it became known) was a 
substantial victory for the BEF, but it did not meet Haig’s 
expectations. Overall, the British line advanced by some 
2,500 yards. At one sector, around Flers, 41% Division, 
assisted by tanks, pushed forward some 3,500 yards. Yet the 
German position, although battered, was not broken. 
Despite the mighty efforts, despite the tanks, despite the 
moderate success, the BEF was still a long way from 
breaking through the German defences on the Somme. 

No one individual can be said to have ‘invented’ the tank, 
but a number of people, including the author H.G. Wells, 
Winston Churchill, and Major General Ernest Swinton 
contributed in some way to their development in various 
forms. Another was Douglas Haig. On becoming CinC of the 
BEF in December 1915 Haig was made aware of the 
‘landships’ being developed in Britain through a paper 
written by Churchill, who at that time was out of political 
office and serving in the army on the Western Front. 
Intrigued, Haig, through his_ staff, found out more 
information. The result was that this supposedly 
technophobe cavalryman asked for 150 tanks to be made 
available for the start of the Somme offensive. The tanks 
were not ready by that time, but were available for the 


attack of 15 September. Haig, it is clear, placed 
considerable faith in the new weapon, writing on 22 August 
that ‘| hope and think they will add very greatly to the 
prospects of success and to the extent of it.’[381] 

The plan for 15 September 1916 featured ‘tank lanes’ - 
areas that were not bombarded for fear of churning up the 
ground. This was probably a mistake. 122 Brigade (41st 
Division), attacking at Flers, suffered heavy casualties in the 
advance from machine guns sited in the tank lanes. On 47% 
(London) Division’s sector, the Corps commander, Pulteney, 
took a particularly inept decision in deciding that High Wood 
should be placed in a tank lane. Not only did this decision 
deprive the infantry of artillery support, but also the difficult 
terrain put paid to three out of the four tanks supporting this 
advance. Nonetheless, 141 Brigade took High Wood, aided 
by a belated bombardment and a trench mortar barrage. On 
the Western Front, tanks were no substitute for an accurate 
and heavy artillery barrage.[382] 

Subsequently critics had a number of field days attacking 
Haig’s use of tanks at Flers-Courcelette. Lloyd George 
denounced the ‘foolish blunder’ of revealing the ‘great 
secret’ of the tank before sufficient numbers were available 
to use them ‘on a grand scale’.[383] Before the battle Haig, 
perhaps anticipating future criticism, had not unreasonably 
argued that it would be ‘folly’ ‘not to use every means at my 
disposal in what is likely to be the crowning effort of this 
year.’[384] Moreover, it would have been difficult to keep 
the secret for very much longer because of the sheer 
unreliability of the vehicles; the front and the roads leading 
to it ‘would have been choked by broken-down tanks’.[385] 

In the 1930s Lloyd George’s great friend and rival, 
Winston Churchill, in one of the most emotive passages ever 
written about the Western Front, accused ‘the Generals’ of 
1915-17 of fighting ‘needless and wrongly conceived 
operations of infinite cost’, of being ‘content to fight 


machine gun bullets with the breasts of gallant men, and 
think that that was waging war’. Churchill proprietarily 
pointed to the mass use of tanks at Battle of Cambrai in 
November 1917 as an alternative, arguing that a similar 
battle could have been fought in the previous year (that is, 
at the time of the Somme).[386] An entire book could be 
spent deconstructing this remarkable passage, which gives 
a fascinating insight into the mind of a man who gave 
Britain inspiring but decidedly erratic leadership in two 
world wars. It combines a blithe disregard for what was 
possible in 1916 with an astonishing lack of understanding 
of the realities of combat on the Western Front. Moreover, as 
will be discussed in the next chapter, the success at 
Cambrai was as much due to successful use of artillery - 
which gets only a fleeting reference from Churchill - as it 
was to tanks. 

The machine that Churchill, years after the event, 
suggested should have been the centrepiece of the BEF’s 
offensive in 1916 was effectively a one-shot weapon. They 
were mechanically unreliable and prone to breakdown, quite 
apart from their vulnerability to enemy fire and bad terrain. 
Of the 60 tanks in France by September 1916, mechanical 
failure took a heavy toll: only about 30 were able to cross 
the start line on 15 September of which ‘perhaps 21 did real 
fighting’; this small number was further whittled away by 
the morning of 16 September.[387] 

The 1916-vintage tank was far removed from the 
instrument of Blitzkrieg of 1940. With an average speed of 
only 2mph, it best thought of as a mobile pillbox, which with 
luck could crush barbed wire, cross trenches and bring much 
needed fire support to the infantry. It was incapable of 
sustained pursuit of an enemy, not least because of the 
conditions in which the unfortunate tank crew had to work. 
The temperature inside the rhomboidal beast was an 
average of 125 degrees Fahrenheit; the noise was such that 
conversation was nearly impossible, and orders had be 


passed by a series of signs; and the crew breathed an 
unwholesome mix of carbon monoxide, cordite and petrol 
fumes.[388] In addition, in 1916 tank production was in its 
infancy and even had large numbers of tanks existed in 
1916, the BEF’s logistics system would have been incapable 
of handling them. In short, Churchill’s suggestion of a 
‘Cambrai’ in 1916 was pure fantasy. 

Although mishandled in some sectors, at Flers tanks 
performed about as well as one could have expected. Many 
have criticised the BEF for failing to use tanks en masse (all 
21 of them!) in one large blow on 15 September. In reality, 
‘penny-packeting’ of tanks to allow them to give maximum 
Support to the infantry was a sensible way to use the small 
number of technically unreliable machines available.[389] 
The simple truth was that Haig expected too much of the 
new machine on 15 September. At that time the tank was 
not a war-winning weapon. Nonetheless, Haig thought the 
tanks did well enough. Shortly after the battle he placed an 
order for a further 1000 tanks, a decision that was to have 
considerable consequences for the future. 

The Somme: Final Battles 

A breakthrough might have been out of the question, but 
limited operations were still achieving success. On 25 
September eight divisions were involved in the Battle of 
Morval. This time, efforts were centred on a single German 
trench system, one that, moreover, was much weaker than 
those attacked on15 September. It was, in artillery terms at 
least, 14 July all over again: a massive weight of shells was 
delivered onto a restricted area, and the British infantry 
captured most of the German Third Position on the front of 
XV and XIV Corps. This was a triumph of the 
infantry/artillery combination in which tanks were sidelined. 
[390] The following day, north of the Bapaume road, 
Thiepval, an objective on 1 July, fell to a carefully planned 
and well-executed assault by 18" Division. 


Haig believed that the Germans were on the point of 
cracking and instead of building on the success of limited 
operations, he returned to grandiose objectives. But the first 
attack, on 7 October, was hindered by bad weather. This 
reduced the ground to a quagmire and limited the spotting 
that the RFC could carry out, which consequently severely 
reduced the effectiveness of the _ British artillery 
bombardment. There were also improvements in the quality 
of the defenders, both in terms of morale and tactics, and 
the operation was a failure. Haig renewed the attack on five 
Subsequent occasions, without any appreciable success. The 
Campaign ended with a moderately successful assault by 
Gough’s Fifth Army (as Reserve Army had been renamed). 
Founded on the virtues of careful planning and massed 
artillery, the Battle of the Ancre (13-18 November 1916) 
encompassed the capture of another 1 July objective, 
Beaumont-Hamel, and the seizure of Beaucourt by 634 
(Royal Naval) Division. 


Tactics 


As early as 2 July, new tactics were applied to capture a 
position that had proved impregnable on the first day of the 
offensive. Faced with the task of capturing La Boisselle, the 
object of 34° Division’s ill-fated attack on 1 July, 19th 
Division organised a ‘Chinese’ [i.e., diversionary] 
bombardment of the village of Ovillers to the north, 
complete with smoke. When two battalions raced across No 
Man’s Land in light fighting order, that it is, without being 
weighed down with masses of heavy kit, they took the 
defenders by surprise and got in to the German front line 
trench. They then had a gruelling fight to take and hold La 
Boisselle, but their initial tactics worked extremely well. 
[391] 

This seems to be a case of tactical improvisation at 
divisional level, and as such was typical of local activity that 
Summer and autumn of 1916 as the raw troops of the BEF 
learned how to fight a modern war. Before the attack of 23 
July at Poziéres, an Australian staff officer wisely elicited a 
number of tips from successful British divisions, including 
the hard-learned lesson that attacks should not be mounted 
from further than 200 yards from their objective.[392] 

One of the key problems was learning how to use new 
weapons (or weapons that were becoming available in 
quantity for the first time) effectively. A basic tactical 
conundrum lies in ‘learn[ing] how to combine the effect of a 
number of weapons, of different types, together with the 
movement of men who are using or serving these weapons. 
The effective combination of fire and movement ... is the 
essential problem of tactics ... separated from tactics 
[weapons] ... become heavy and knobbly things for tired 
men to drag or carry.’[393] 

At Delville Wood on 27 July, in their first battle, the 
advance of a company of 23" Royal Fusiliers was checked 


by a German strongpoint. After several failures, they 
captured the position by sending bombers and two Lewis 
Guns (sent up from battalion headquarters) to feel their way 
around its flanks. Delville thus offers a graphic example of 
an inexperienced unit literally learning on the job, groping 
their way towards effective tactics while actually in contact 
with the enemy.[394] Similar experiences took place in units 
throughout Fourth and Reserve/Fifth Armies. The net result 
was impressive. As one historian has recently noted, ‘The 
integration of Lewis gun, rifle grenade and trench mortar fire 
with the advances carried out by riflemen and bombers, all 
blended with an increasing confidence on the gunners’ 
ability to lay down effective creeping barrages, transformed 
the British battle performance.’[395] 

Another lesson learned that summer was the importance 
of having plenty of ‘moppers up’ who advanced behind the 
leading waves and dealt with German troops who had 
survived the initial bombardment and assault. Equally 
important was the consolidation of captured positions 
against the inevitable German counterattacks. This involved 
deploying sufficient numbers of carrying parties to bring up 
supplies of barbed wire, sandbags and the like, as well as 
extra supplies of bombs. Doing it this way ensured that the 
assault troops were not too laden down with kit, a problem 
that some troops had encountered on 1 July. Other lessons 
included the importance of careful reconnaissance of ground 
about to be attacked over; and the crucial need for careful 
training and rehearsal of battles. Gunners improved their 
ability to carry out counter-battery work, and creeping 
barrages became standard throughout the army, and 
increasingly sophisticated. The problem of communications, 
although far from ‘solved’, was addressed, as _ liaison 
between arms improved. 

These lessons were underpinned by training. As the 
historian of the Welsh Guards noted, ‘Training never ceased 
during the war. The hardened veteran, out of the line for a 


rest, joined the young recruit, who had just arrived in France 
for the first time, and trained.’[396] The learning process 
was still far from complete. Not every division ended the 
Somme as tactically advanced as the best formations, and 
there was some debate on the right interpretation to be 
placed on some experiences. Nevertheless, by the end of 
the Somme campaign, the BEF resembled a coherent 
weapons system much more closely than it had on 1 July. 

As in 1915, ‘lessons learned’ from operations emanated 
from all levels of the BEF. At one level were ‘Notes from 
Recent Operations’ issued by 55th (West Lancashire) 
Division following their unsuccessful attack at Guillemont on 
8-9 August, which was to be read by all officers and NCOs. 
This contains a host of practical instructions ranging from 
salvage to the necessity of infantry following within 50 yards 
of the creeping barrage.[397] This division applied these 
lessons learned with great success in their next two battles, 
on 25 and 27 September. 

At the other end of the scale came notes from GHQ. A 
typical one was issued on 13 August 1916 in which Haig 
directed that his Army commanders should draw the 
attention of brigade and battalion commanders to his views 
on the use of local reserves.[398] In addition, there were 
more formal publications such as SS119 Preliminary Notes 
of the Tactical Lessons, July 1916, issued while the battle 
was still in progress. High command’s views were informed 
by information actively garnered from lower formations. 
During the Somme Major General A.A. Montgomery, chief of 
staff of Rawlinson’s Fourth Army, had a_ fruitful 
correspondence on ‘lessons learned’ with divisions and 
corps, and Reserve Army likewise gathered a great deal of 
evidence from lower formations and units.[399] 

The tactical fruits of the Somme were two official 
pamphlets that appeared after the campaign had 
concluded. SS 143, /nstructions for the Training of Platoons 
for Offensive Action and SS 144 The Normal Formation for 


the Attack represented a significant step forward from the 
tactical doctrine that existed before the battle. One 
important advance was ‘the reorganisation of the platoon 
into semi-specialised sections of riflemen, Lewis gunners, 
bombers, and rifle bombers’.[400] This was a recognition 
that the platoon of thirty-odd men, rather than a larger 
body, was the major tactical unit, and gave the platoon 
commander much more flexibility as well as greater 
firepower. This was a consequence of the type of problem 
encountered and overcome by the 23™ Royal Fusiliers at 
Delville Wood. The British manuals of February 1917 
covered essentially the same ground as Der Angriff in 
Stellungskrieg (‘The Attack in Position Warfare’) issued by 
the German army eleven months later. Some historians 
have revered the German pamphlet as a stormtrooper’s 
manual, yet the BEF has received little credit for its tactical 
sophistication.[401] 

It is one thing to produce doctrine; quite another to see it 
transferred into tactics on the ground. Yet it is clear that 
British units did train in the new tactics, and, as we will see 
in the next chapter, the battles of 1917 were to offer 
conclusive evidence that the lessons of the Somme were 
absorbed and applied, to great effect, on the battlefield. 


Attrition on the Somme 


The suffering of British troops on the Somme is so deeply 
ingrained into Anglophone culture that the impact of the 
battle on the German defenders is rarely considered. The 
initial attack by Haig’s men can be likened to a strong but 
inexperienced and only partially-trained boxer landing a 
bod6y blow that caused his opponent to stagger and thus 
lose the initiative. Of course, the BEF cannot take all the 
credit for this, for the importance of the successful French 
attacks south of the Somme must not be underrated. 
Nevertheless, the operations of the BEF were _ highly 
Significant. 

For the German defenders, the Battle of the Somme 
began not on 1 July 1916 but seven days earlier, with the 
beginning of the Allied’ preliminary bombardment. 
Ineffective as the British artillery was in achieving the tasks 
that had been set for it, its sheer power, the consequence of 
the beginning of the mobilisation of British and American 
industries for war, forced the defenders to endure an 
appalling ordeal. General Fritz von Below, the commander of 
Second Army, reported on 28 June that ‘our infantry our 
suffering heavier losses every day, while the enemy is for 
the time being spared loss of men.’ Neither, thanks to the 
revolution in depth artillery fire, did things improve after the 
British infantry attack began. The history of a good class 
formation, 27 (Wiurttemberg) Division, recorded that What 
we experienced surpassed all previous conception. The 
enemy’s fire never ceased for an hour. It fell night and day 
on the front line and tore fearful gaps in the ranks of the 
defenders. It fell on the approaches to the front line and 
made all movement to the front hell. It fell on the rearward 
trenches and battery positions and smashed men and 
material in a manner never seen before or since. It 
repeatedly reached even the resting battalions behind the 


front and occasioned there were terrible losses. Our artillery 
was powerless against it ...[402] 

The effect of British artillery fire was undoubtedly 
exacerbated by the policy of Ha/ten, was zu halten ist or 
‘Hold on to whatever can be _ held’.[403] This involved 
defending forward, even if this exposed the Germans to 
enemy artillery fire. When General von Pannewitz, 
commanding XVII Corps south of the River Somme, ordered 
his troops to pull back on 2 July and prepare to 
counterattack, he incurred Falkenhayn’s displeasure. Not 
only did this threaten to uncover the flank of the troops 
north of the Somme, it ran counter to Falkenhayn’s order 
that ‘it must be a principle in trench warfare not to abandon 
a foot of ground and, if a foot is lost, to put in the last man 
to recover it by an immediate counterattack’. This led, by 
one calculation, to 330 German counterattacks during the 
battle. John Terraine has referred to this as the ‘true texture 
of the Somme’; not merely British attacks, but German 
counterattacks to retake ground that was lost. This rigid 
German insistence on holding ground for ground’s sake 
played to the strengths of the British, and undermines the 
view that German army of the Great War was the epitome of 
military excellence. [404] 

Seen from the German side of the hill, the results of 1 July 
gave little comfort. The ability of the French to mount a 
successful attack on the Somme came as a nasty shock in 
view of their commitment at Verdun, and led, as we have 
seen, to Pannewitz shortening his line south of the Somme. 
North of the river, the Germans had lost 109 guns, and 
south of the Somme, the Germans lost the artillery of 121% 
Division. These losses, out of 598 field and 246 heavy 
pieces available to German Second Army on 1 July, had 
serious consequences. Below complained on 4 July that he 
could deploy only one battery every 800 metres that could 
be used to lay down a barrage. Only five days earlier he had 


reported that he had one battery every 350 and 400 metres 
north and south of the Somme respectively, and this was 
insufficient; the experience of Verdun had indicated that one 
battery every 200 metres was required. Below was 
pessimistic about the chance of major counterattacks, but 
the Germans made good use of the relative respite after the 
attack of 1 July to reorganise their line. Even so, German 
defences in the key sector from Longueval to Ovillers, where 
the British had made substantial advances, consisted of a 
thin field-grey line cobbled together from a number of 
different formations. 

The Allied attack of 1 July 1916 had one positive result. If 
nothing else, it wrested the strategic initiative on the 
Western Front back from the Germans, who had held it since 
they attacked at Verdun in February. In reply to Below’s cries 
for reinforcements in the immediate aftermath of the attack, 
he was sent three divisions, 16 heavy batteries and a 
number of aircraft. In all, during July and August, an 
additional 42 German divisions were committed to the 
Somme front, of which 35 were sent to face the British. This 
substantial shift of forces led, on 11 July, to Falkenhayn 
Suspending attacks on Verdun - a substantial success for 
which the BEF deserves a large slice of the credit. At the 
end of August the Hindenburg-Ludendorff team replaced 
Falkenhayn, who was now tainted by German failures at 
Verdun and on the Somme, and the entry of Rumania into 
the war on the Allied side. 

When General Grant explained his strategy for the 1864 
Campaign, President Abraham Lincoln quickly grasped the 
purpose of launching main and subsidiary offensives: ‘Those 
not skinning can hold a leg’.[405] While in tactical and 
operational terms the BEF might have been improved its 
performance on the Somme, in strategic terms they were 
not only holding a leg, they were skinning it, too. We have 
seen how by the end of 1915 Kitchener’s original scheme to 
hold back his armies until the French and Germans had 


exhausted themselves lay in ruins. It was_ politically 
imperative, to maintain the cohesion of the alliance, that 
the British take major offensive action. The opening of the 
German offensive at Verdun simply increased the pressure 
for Haig to attack. 

Bu the Somme was more than simply a political necessity. 
It achieved important operational and even strategic results, 
and might easily have achieved more. Germany was placed 
under severe pressure by the Allied offensives in France, on 
the Eastern Front and in the Balkans. Falkenhayn was in the 
position of a man surrounded by assailants, just about able 
to ward off their blows but worried that he would be 
overwhelmed if yet another joined in the fight. The Russian 
‘Brusilov’ offensive, which began on 4 June, _ initially 
achieved startling results against the Austrians, forcing the 
Germans to mount a counter-offensive from 16 to 23 June. 
We have seen that with a little more luck the British could 
have made some modest but important gains on the 
Somme by the end of July, which would, at the very least, 
have made the German position lengthier and more difficult 
to maintain. In late August Falkenhayn argued in a report to 
the Kaiser against seeking a decision against Russia, stating 
that ‘Any transfer of our forces in one direction would mean 
a dangerous weakening somewhere else.’[406] This was 
equally true of responding to a new threat. Arguably, if 
Rumania had entered the war in late June rather than on 27 
August, the Central Powers’ armies would have been 
stretched so thinly that somewhere their perimeter 
defences would have given way. Conceivably, the Anglo- 
French armies could have reaped the rewards on the 
Somme. As it was, by late August the moment had passed: 
the Germans had somewhat recovered their equilibrium, 
and the Somme offensive had clearly passed what 
Clausewitz would have called its ‘culminating point’. 
Consequently, the Germans were able to defeat Rumania 


and the window of opportunity for a major Allied victory was 
firmly closed. 

Since the 1920s, there have been attempts to prove the 
success or otherwise of the Somme by the grisly process of 
comparing casualty statistics. But to compare losses on a 
death-by-death basis is to miss the point. The Somme 
balance sheet for the Germans was almost wholly negative; 
for the British rather less so. While they prevented an Allied 
breakthrough, the Germans, having a smaller manpower 
pool than the British and French empires were less able to 
sustain such casualties. Worse, quantities of experienced 
German soldiers, NCOs and officers were killed. The 
Germans could ill-afford to lose these men. The British, by 
contrast, lost mostly green soldiers while those that 
survived the holocaust benefited greatly, in strictly military 
terms, by gaining experience. The Somme taught the BEF 
how to fight, while it degraded the quality of the German 
army. By the end of 1916 the two armies were much more 
evenly matched than had been the case six months earlier. 
Moreover, while British morale remained high, German 
morale suffered. 

There is plenty of evidence from the German side to 
suggest that the Somme had a profound and detrimental 
impact on the German army. An official German monograph 
commented that the casualties had a greater impact on 
Germany than on the Allies. Troops had to be left in the 
fighting zone ‘until they had expended the last atom of their 
strength,’ and German commanders were forced ‘to throw 
divisions time after time into the same battle’. Captain von 
Hentig, of the Guard Reserve Division described the Somme 
in a famous phrase as ‘the muddy grave of the German 
army’.[407] 


The Somme in Retrospect 


In one sense the Somme was an unavoidable battle. 
Operating within a coalition severely restricted Haig’s 
freedom of action, and the BEF simply had to attack 
somewhere. Since in 1916 the BEF was probably incapable 
of fighting anything but an attritional battle, a battle fought 
elsewhere is likely to have followed a similar pattern. 
Inexperience was the hallmark of the BEF in mid-1916. None 
of the three major British commanders, Rawlinson, Gough 
and Haig, emerge particularly well from this battle, their 
first attempts to conduct operations on this scale. All three 
men made a number of mistakes that had _ bloody 
consequences for the ordinary soldiers under their 
command, and brought misery and bereavement to grand 
country houses and working-class terraces alike across 
Britain and the Empire. They have rightly been criticised for 
their failure to learn the correct lessons more rapidly and 
apply them consistently. 

But the Somme should not be dismissed simply as a 
bloody disaster. Douglas Haig’s Final Despatch, written in 
1919, was a well-argued defence of his generalship in which 
he contended that the victory of 1918 was made possible by 
the attritional battles of 1915-18. The Western Front, in 
Haig’s words, was ‘one great and continuous engagement’, 
which conformed to the pre-war idea of a phased battle, and 
the Somme was part of the process of ‘wearing-out’ the 
enemy.[408] The Final Despatch contains some ex post 
facto rationalisation, but that is not to argue that his case 
was entirely wrong. The cumulative effects of the attrition of 
the Somme and the 1917 battles on the physical strength 
and will to fight of the German army, at all levels and in 
every sense, played a major role in weakening it sufficiently 
to make possible the knockout blow in 1918. A cold-blooded 
analysis of the results of the Somme leads to the conclusion 


that the Somme was, if not a strategic victory, certainly a 
strategic success. 

Given slightly better fortune the success could have been 
more substantial, although it would still have fallen well 
Short of a decisive victory. At various times in July and early 
August 1916 it looked as if the Germans might be forced to 
abandon their positions on the Somme. If they had done so, 
it is highly unlikely that mobile warfare would have been 
fully restored and that the war would have been brought to 
a swift and victorious conclusion. In 1916 the BEF’s logistic 
system was incapable of supporting a major, sustained 
advance and the cavalry probably incapable of converting a 
German retirement into a _ rout. Therefore, with the 
advantage of hindsight, the best that Haig could have 
achieved was to push the German line back and fight a new 
attritional Campaign perhaps twenty miles in the rear. 
However such a move by the Germans would have 
represented an Allied political and propaganda victory in 
that it would have contributed to the Allied strategic 
objective by liberating some miles of French soil. Moreover, 
the Germans would have been seen to have been forced to 
retire at a time not of their own choosing. At this stage the 
Hindenburg Line position (to which the Germans did retire in 
the spring of 1917) was not yet constructed; the Allies 
would have had a chance of inflicting further damage on the 
retreating enemy. A German withdrawal have given a 
tremendous boost to Allied morale, and shored up the 
solidarity of the Coalition, as the French were given concrete 
proof that at long last the British were pulling their weight. 

Haig’s initial attempt to achieve a breakthrough on 1 July 
1916 was a failure. The battle that developed was 
nonetheless a success for the British army. In February and 
March 1917, the Germans abandoned their positions on the 
old Somme battlefield, methodically carrying out a scorched 
earth policy as they did so. This was in part an 
acknowledgement of British success on the Somme; the 


German army was not prepared to endure another such 
defensive battle on that ground. The German troops fell 
back to the newly-built and formidable fortifications that the 
British christened the Hindenburg Line. The German 
decision to attempt to knock Britain out of the war by using 
unrestricted submarine warfare was also in some measure a 
consequence of the Somme, in that they recognised that 
they could not win the war on the Western Front. 

While the Somme weakened the German army, the BEF 
gained experience and improved its tactics. Commanders at 
all levels could certainly have conducted the battle more 
effectively and thus saved lives. Yet unpalatable as it may 
seem, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the Somme 
was an essential precondition to success in the last two 
years of the war. 


Chapter 8: 1917 - The Triumph of the Set 
Piece 


Arras is a little-known battle, despite featuring passages 
that matched for horror any on the Somme or at 
Passchendaele. Even within the circle of those interested in 
British military history, ‘the Battle of Arras’ is more likely to 
conjure up visions of May 1940, when there was one day of 
Small scale fighting by British infantry and tanks against 
Rommel’s 7 Panzer Division. This is another curious 
example of the historical amnesia that is applied to the 
Great War, for the fighting at the ‘first’ Battle of Arras was, 
in fact, the second of the three great attritional offensives 
waged by the British army in 1916-17. The BEF’s daily loss 
rate of 4,076 at Arras was greater than the Somme (2,943), 
Passchendaele (2,323), or the Hundred Days battles of 1918 
(3,645).[409] For all that, on the first day of the Battle of 
Arras, the BEF achieved its greatest success since the 
beginning of trench warfare. The BEF could now carry out a 
set-piece attack with great skill, although subsequent days 
were to demonstrate that capitalising on initial success still 
presented considerable problems. 

At the end of 1916, the Allies were preparing to renew the 
battle on the Somme, and in January Fifth Army began a 
series of minor operations that were surprisingly effective. 
But two events were to alter the Allies’ plans for 1917. The 
first was the German withdrawal to the Hindenburg Line 
already discussed. The second was the fall from power of 
‘Papa’ Joffre, the imperturbable general who had done more 
than any other individual to prevent France from being 
defeated in 1914. His campaigns of 1915-16, which resulted 
in heavy losses for paltry gains, had exhausted his political 
credit. In December 1916 he was replaced by General 


Robert Nivelle, who had won a series of striking minor 
victories at Verdun by employing the technique of the set- 
piece attack - infantry supported by massed _ artillery 
attacking limited objectives. Nivelle proclaimed that that 
these methods, which worked well enough on a small scale 
in the peculiar circumstances of Verdun, could be applied on 
a much wider front to produce a war-winning offensive. He 
boldly proclaimed that he would capture the city of ‘Laon in 
twenty-four hours and then break out’.[410] Nivelle, who 
was _half-English and spoke the language perfectly, 
impressed the new British Prime Minister, David Lloyd 
George. Between them they engineered Haig, who favoured 
an attack in the Ypres area, into agreeing to launch a 
subsidiary attack at Arras. 


The Easter Victory 


In many respects the first day of the Somme and the first 
day of Arras are comparable battles. Both began with a 
prolonged bombardment followed by an assault by 14 
British divisions, although the attack frontage at Arras was a 
little shorter, 25,000 yards to 27,000 on the Somme. Turning 
to artillery, the picture in April 1917 was a lot brighter for 
the BEF than it had been in the previous July. One important 
difference was that the increasingly sophisticated creeping 
barrage had become a standard tactic. Another was the 
density of heavy guns, which was about three times greater 
on 9 April 1917 than on 1 July 1916: 963 guns, or one per 21 
yards, aS opposed to 455, or one per 57 yards. Moreover, 
there was more ammunition available than at the beginning 
of the Somme (although the supply was far from unlimited) 
and the shells were generally of higher quality, with fewer 
duds. For all that, BEF divisions each deployed 20 pieces of 
heavy artillery, which was only half the number available to 
French divisions. Even in April 1917, after Britain had been 
at war for nearly three years, British industry, backed by 
that of North America, could still not supply all the army’s 
needs.[411] 

General Allenby, the commander of Third Army, had 
wanted a short, 48-hour bombardment before his men 
attacked, but Haig successfully demanded a longer one of 
five days. The results were impressive just the same. 
Opposite Vimy Ridge, which was attacked by the Canadian 
Corps of First Army, the flash spotters and sound rangers of 
1st Field Survey Company discovered 86 per cent of the 
locations of enemy batteries. There was a similar success 
rate on Third Army’s front further south. While relatively few 
German batteries were actually destroyed, most were 
neutralised in the initial stages of the British attack - that is, 


they were unable to bring effective fire to bear, the crews 
being disabled or driven off..[412] 

The careful preparation of the artillery was matched by 
other staff work. Most famous was the use of tunnels. For 
the attack on Vimy Ridge, the Canadian Corps constructed 
twelve tunnels, the longest stretching 1,883 yards, which 
allowed troops to shelter below ground and emerge close to 
the front line. The city of Arras has long been a key feature 
in what Charles de Gaulle called the ‘fatal avenue’; that 
much contested strip of territory between France and 
Germany.[413] Caves and tunnels used by inhabitants in 
times past to shelter from many armies over many centuries 
were enlarged and improved. In 1917 some 25,000 men 
could take refuge in this labyrinth, and move in safety to the 
trenches through tunnels 3,000 yards long. 

At 5.30 a.m. on Easter Monday, 9 April 1917, the British 
and Canadian infantry ‘hopped the bags’ and advanced 
through a snowstorm. Fifteen minutes earlier German 
batteries had been bombarded with poison gas. Like 
artillery, machine gun tactics had increased in sophistication 
since the beginning of the war.[414] Massed machine guns 
fired a barrage over the heads of the attacking infantry, 
while forty tanks rumbled into action alongside. The first 
day of Arras was highly successful. At Vimy Ridge, with the 
Support of nine Heavy Artillery Groups (seven of them 
British) the Canadians captured most of this formidable 
position with little difficulty, although at the cost of 11,000 
casualties. This was a major achievement, and is rightly 
celebrated in Canada as a landmark in the birth of the 
Canadian nation. In purely military terms it was _ highly 
Significant in giving the British good observation over the 
Douai plain. During the German offensives in the first half of 
1918, Vimy Ridge would prove to be a defensive asset of 
incalculable value. 

The triumph of the Canadians at Vimy has tended to 
overshadow the achievements of Third Army to the south. 


Here, 4" Division and 9* (Scottish) Divisions of XVII Corps 
achieved the longest single advance since trench warfare 
began - some three and a half miles. VI Corps’ advance was 
of the order of two miles, which included the capture of 
Battery Valley, where 12 and 15t (Scottish) Divisions 
overran a mass of German guns. A battery of 77mm guns 
was still in action when a unit of Scottish infantry reached 
its position; it ‘continued firing at pointblank range until 
charged by the leading wave and all the gunners 
bayoneted.’[415] A more modest advance was the 2000 
yards achieved by VII Corps, which nonetheless captured 
Neuville Vitasse, a strongly-held village, and established 
itself in the front trench of the Hindenburg Line. On the first 
day of the attack Third Army took 5,600 prisoners, the 
Canadians a further 3,400, plus 36 guns. 

German mistakes undoubtedly aided the BEF’s success. 
On Vimy Ridge Falkenhausen’s German Sixth Army seem to 
have misunderstood the principles of flexible defence-in- 
depth that had emerged from the Somme. As a result, 
defenders were crowded onto the ridge, where the 
Canadians quickly overran them, and the counterattack 
divisions were held too far back to be able to intervene ina 
timely fashion. But defensive errors alone cannot explain 
the success of 9 April 1917. Captain Cyril Falls, the official 
historian of the battle, was undoubtedly correct to claim 
that ‘Easter Monday of the year 1917 must be accounted 
from the British point of view one of the great days of the 
War ... [it was] among the heaviest blows struck by British 
arms in the Western theatre of war.’[416] As subsequent 
battles in 1917 were to demonstrate, given time, careful 
Staff work, a sufficient concentration of artillery, and 
aggressive infantry with high morale, even the strongest 
position could be captured by a set-piece attack. 

The events of the days following the triumph of Easter 
Monday were to show that as steep as the learning curve 


since July 1916 had been, the BEF still had major problems 
in capitalising on initial success, in moving from static and 
semi-mobile warfare into battles of manoeuvre. Like a 
child’s top running down, the fighting on 10 and 11 April 
saw the British advance grow more sluggish as the troops 
tired and as German reserves began to reach the battlefield. 
Allenby, deprived of his eyes in the sky by poor weather, did 
not understand this. On 11 April he gave the most 
controversial order of his career, declaring that ‘Third Army 
is now pursuing a defeated enemy and risks must be freely 
taken.’[417] While 9 April had been a defeat for the 
Germans, by 11 April the German formations arriving on the 
Arras front amounted to a fresh force that had to be 
defeated all over again. 37 Division captured the village of 
Monchy-le-Preux, and Allenby sent forward the _ lead 
elements of the Cavalry Corps. But German artillery put paid 
to his hopes of achieving a breakthrough. 

There was further disappointment on Fifth Army’s front, 
where on 10-11 April Gough’s troops had entered the battle. 
Here, at Bullecourt, there was a reversion to the worst days 
of the Somme. The attack was imaginative but poorly 
planned. Tanks and guns were mishandled and the 
Australian infantry, who did remarkably well in the 
circumstances, were the victims, taking heavy casualties for 
scant gains. [418] 

At Arras the BEF had initially won a substantial victory, but 
it had failed, like every other effort on the Western Front up 
to that time, to turn a ‘breakin’ into a ‘breakthrough’. 
Allenby’s misinterpretation of the situation on 11 April must 
be attributed in large part to ignorance of the situation on 
the battlefield, which in turn was largely due to the familiar 
problem with communications. As late as 14 April Allenby 
was resolved to push on, but in a high level ‘mutiny’, some 
of his senior commanders protested and Haig ordered a 
suspension of operations to allow further preparations. 


Artillery had been a crucial element in the success of 9 
April, but its very success inevitably led to the ground 
becoming shattered. Given time, engineers and pioneers 
would build roads and tracks which would enable the guns 
to move to new positions, to begin the process of 
hammering at enemy strongpoints as a preliminary to 
another major attack. Time, however, was one item that 
was in short supply. Thus on 11 April the British infantry 
found themselves up against uncut wire, with the 18- 
pounder guns that should have been cutting that wire still 
struggling forward to get in range. 


The Unwanted Battle 


With hindsight, it easy to say that Haig should have closed 
down the battle on 12 April. But the realities of coalition 
warfare meant that this option, however attractive from a 
narrowly British perspective, was simply not available. Haig 
had to keep attacking to pin down German forces that would 
otherwise have been available to face the French offensive 
that was to begin on 16 April on the Chemin des Dames. 
History remembers the ‘Nivelle Offensive’ as a failure, but in 
reality it was a limited success along the lines of the 
Vimy/Arras operations, with French forces capturing 29,000 
enemy prisoners and a salient four miles deep and sixteen 
miles wide. But Nivelle had promised much, much more. For 
sections of the French army, the disappointment of the 
Chemin des Dames was more than they could bear, coming 
on top of the massive losses in 1914-15 and at Verdun. 
Altogether 68 divisions were affected by mutiny. Nivelle fell, 
to be replaced by Pétain, who in time was to rebuild the 
French army’s offensive spirit. For the rest of the war, 
however, the BEF was to take the lead in attempting to 
drive the Germans from occupied soil. 

On 23 April the BEF launched its second major offensive of 
the Battle of Arras. In comparison with 9 April, the results 
were disappointing but the gain of about a mile across Third 
Army’s front was, judged by the standards of the Somme, 
impressive enough. Individual actions, notably the capture 
of Gavrelle by 63™ (Royal Naval) Division, further indicated 
the tactical proficiency of some units of the BEF. Against this 
must be placed evidence of poor staff work and less than 
effective barrages. Conditions of semi-open warfare called 
for a greater degree of extemporisation than the pure ‘set- 
piece’ battle, and it seems that the BEF at all levels was 
struggling to cope with this more advanced form of combat. 
[419] On top of this, the arrival on the Arras front of the 


German defensive specialist Colonel Fritz von Lossberg led 
to the Germans adopting a more fluid form of defence, 
which further increased the difficulties of the British infantry 
and artillery.[420] 

The experience of the Grimsby Chums, more formally 
known as the 10* Battalion of the Lincolnshire Regiment, 
epitomises the mixed fortunes of British troops during the 
Battle of Arras. On 9 April the Chums, as part of 34* 
Division, had benefited from an impressively effective 
creeping barrage, and had captured their objectives with the 
comparatively light loss of 110 men. Just a couple of weeks 
later, though, attacking the village of Roeux, the artillery 
barrage was a failure and the result was ‘the most 
disastrous action ever fought by the 10* Lincolnshires’. On 
1 July 1916 this battalion had been involved in one of the 
bloodiest actions of the day suffering 59 per cent losses, yet 
the 67 per cent loss rate at Roeux exceeded even that. 
[421] 

The final major push of the Battle of Arras began on 3 May 
1917, partly to encourage the French to_ continue 
operations. Haig wisely limited the objectives. It was, in 
Falls’s blunt words, ‘a ghastly failure, some thought the 
blackest day of the war’.[422] The companion piece to this 
disaster was another attritional struggle, Second Bullecourt 
(3-17 May), a battle of which the major result was to further 
poison Anglo-Australian relations, although Australian staff 
work and the poor performance of an Australian brigade 
contributed to the failure. 

Arras was a battle fought largely at the behest of the 
French that the BEF could well have done without. 
Nevertheless, it was a victory of sorts. General Otto von 
Moser, commander of German XIV Corps at Bullecourt, later 
pointed out that ‘in 1917, it was the British who were 
militarily the most obstinate and most dangerous of 
Germany’s enemies’. Coalitions are always vulnerable to 


internal dissension: if nothing else, at Arras the British 
Empire visibly pulled its weight. Moreover, as von Moser 
admitted, Arras had a damaging impact on the German 
army. As on the Somme in the previous year, the Germans 
were less able to bear the impact of attrition than could the 
British.[423] Finally, Arras was another vital if painful point 
on the tactical learning curve and over the coming months 
the lessons of ArraS were garnered, codified, and 
disseminated. Haig’s army was a much more effective force 
than it had been twelve months previously, but it still had 
much to learn, particularly about semi-mobile warfare. 


Messines 


Ypres has been familiar to generations of British soldiers 
who have fought and died in the area, from the Hundred 
Years War down to the Second World War. For all that, at no 
time has the name Ypres - rendered by the British soldier, 
with a fine disregard for the niceties of pronunciation, as 
‘Wipers’, or ‘E-priss’ - been more deeply etched on the 
British psyche than in 1914-18. At the First Battle of Ypres in 
1914 the old BEF had virtually been destroyed in the 
defence of the city, and in the following spring in the second 
Battle of Ypres the Germans had unleashed poison gas and 
pushed the BEF back to hold a precarious position in front of 
the town. Douglas Haig had long favoured an offensive in 
this area. He would have liked to attack around Ypres in 
1916, which might have been a good option, because at 
that time the German defences in the area were not as 
powerful as they were to be a year later. 

While a successful offensive around Ypres would have 
been satisfying emotionally, there were also compelling 
strategic reasons to attack in this area. The Germans held 
the high ground that curved around the town, and a 
relatively modest advance of about seven miles would drive 
them off it. This would also threaten the key 
communications junction of Roulers, twelve miles from 
Ypres. If the Allies captured this town, it would place 
German logistics in Flanders in jeopardy, and might even 
force them to withdraw from the area. This would have been 
of enormous strategic importance to Britain, where, as we 
have seen, the Admiralty was becoming increasingly 
nervous at the growing German naval threat based on the 
Channel coast. 

Messines Ridge is a spine of high ground that in 1917 
dominated the southern flank of the Ypres salient. British 
planners quickly decided that its capture was an essential 


precondition to the main offensive, and the operation was 
entrusted to General Sir Herbert Plumer’s Second Army. The 
plan to take the Ridge was to be a variation on the 
Vimy/Arras theme; another set-piece offensive in which the 
infantry would advance under a massive artillery barrage to 
Strictly limited objectives. Plumer may have _ physically 
resembled Colonel Blimp but he had already established a 
reputation as a careful general who took good care not to 
throw away his men’s lives. Officers and men appreciated 
serving under Plumer and his chief of staff, ‘Tim’ Harington, 
as much as they disliked serving in Gough’s Fifth Army. 
Harington described the secret of Plumer’s success as being 
down to three Ts: ‘Trust, Training and Thoroughness’.[424] 
Harington’s comments were fair on all three counts. Second 
Army was a cohesive team, not a one-man band, and 
Plumer’s successes were indeed founded on training - not 
that this formation was unique within the BEF in this 
respect. Preparations for this offensive, as for all his others, 
were meticulous. A snap shot reveals that water pipes were 
laid to supply up to 600,000 gallons per day, while the 
construction of light railways enabled the 144,000 tons of 
ammunition stockpiled in Second Army’s sector to be fed 
forward to the Army’s 2,266 guns. Such levels of 
preparation were becoming standard practice for an assault, 
but there was one unusual feature of the planning for 
Messines: the attack would be heralded by the detonation of 
mines. 

Beginning as far back as 1915, twenty-four long tunnels 
were dug under the German positions and packed with 
explosive. In mining as in so many things, the BEF had 
experienced a learning curve since the Somme. At Messines, 
each mine contained ‘an average of 48,000 Ibs. (21 tons)’ of 
explosive, which was double the charge of nearly all of the 
major mines detonated on 1 July 1916. The most powerful 
charge was the 95,600lbs. of ammonal laid by 15* Canadian 


Tunnelling Company at the end of a 1,650-foot tunnel, 125 
feet beneath St. Eloi.[425] 

Even before the mines were blown, the British won the 
preliminary artillery battle. Plumer’s forces deployed 756 
heavy pieces. Between 26 May and the end of 6 June, these 
guns and their smaller brethren pumped 3,500,000 shells 
onto the German positions according to a sophisticated 
fireplan, designed to take account of the various features of 
the German defences. The German response was, by 
comparison, feeble; they were seriously outnumbered by a 
factor of 2 to 1 in heavy guns, and 5 to 1 in lighter pieces. 
Thus about half of the defenders’ guns were lost before the 
attack went in on 7 June. A German machine-gunner wrote 
of the cumulative effect on German morale of the British 
winning the artillery battle: ‘This is far worse than the Battle 
of Arras. Our artillery is left sitting and is scarcely able to fire 
a round ... the sole object of every arm that enters the 
battle is to play itself out, in order to be withdrawn as 
quickly as possible.’ 

German high command considered withdrawing from 
Messines Ridge. General von Laffert, commander of XIX 
Corps, firmly rejected this idea, grossly underestimating the 
British threat. This was to prove a terrible mistake.[426] 

At 3.10 a.m. on 7 June 1917, the attack began with the 
detonation of the mines. Norman Gladden, a young 
infantryman of 11 Northumberland Fusiliers (23™ Division) 
was near Hill 60: With a sharp report a rocket began to 
mount into the daylit sky. A voice behind me cried, ‘Now’. It 
was the hour, and that enemy light never burst upon the 
day. The ground began to rock. My body was carried up and 
down as though by the waves of the sea. In front the earth 
opened and a large black mass mounted on pillars of fire to 
the sky, where it seemed to remain suspended for some 
seconds while the awful red glow lit up the surrounding 
desolation. No sound came. My nerves had been keyed to 


sustain a noise from the mine so tremendous as to be 
unbearable. For a brief spell all was silent, as though we 
were so close that the sound itself had leapt over us like 
some immense wave. Almost simultaneously a line of men 
rose from the ground a short distance in front and advanced 
away towards the upheaval, their helmets silhouetted and 
bayonets glinting in the unearthly redness.[427] 

This area had been plagued by mine warfare since early 
1915 - the visitor to Hill 60 can see the evidence to this very 
day - but the mines blown here were of a different order to 
anything that had gone before. The force of the nineteen 
explosions was experienced in England. It was decided not 
detonate three of the mines for tactical reasons, while a 
fourth had been lost to German countermining in August 
1916. Of the mines that were not blown, one exploded as 
the result of thunderstorm in 1955. The other, as | have 
often cheerfully pointed out to visitors to the battlefield, 
remains beneath these particular Flanders fields. On the day 
before the battle Harington had announced that ‘I do not 
know whether we shall change history tomorrow, but we 
Shall certainly alter the geography’[428]. He was as good as 
his word. 

Hard on the heels of the mines, nine divisions advanced 
and swept through the outer German defences and rapidly 
recaptured Messines Ridge, last held by the British in 
October 1914. On 7 June 1917 the 36 Ulster Division 
attacked over precisely the same ground, benefiting from a 
highly effective and thoroughly scientific use of artillery. On 
this occasion the Germans were deployed on the modern 
principle of defence-in-depth, concrete pillboxes buttressing 
their positions. When faced with opposition at the Pick 
House strong point, the Ulsters carried out a by now 
standard method of attack, using rifle grenades, and 
bringing machine gun fire to bear from a flank. Close by, 
another group of infantry dealt with a machine gun with the 


help of one of the 72 tanks in support of Second Army, an 
NCO attracting the attention of the tank commander by the 
risky but effective method of rapping on its side with a Mills 
Bomb.[429] Standing on the crest of the ridge, at the 
memorial to the action of the London Scottish on Halloween 
1914, | have often compared 36" Division’s sophisticated 
tactics with the Territorials’ desperate fight three years 
before. In October 1914 amateur, barely-trained soldiers 
armed with little more than rifles (defective rifles at that; 
they could only be used as single-shot weapons) fought 
from shallow trenches against German infantry who 
attacked with bands playing, in densely packed columns of 
men. The conduct of the war had changed dramatically in 
the 31 months that separated the two actions on Messines 
Ridge. 

The Battle of Messines was a fine example of the 
methodical, set-piece, artillery-dominated battle. When 
Second Army’s commander was ennobled after the war, he 
took as his title ‘Plumer of Messines’. Not surprisingly, the 
army of the United States - which had entered the war in 
March 1917 - took a keen interest in this state-of-the-art 
offensive, issuing an edition of a British pamphlet on the 
battle.[430] Although the struggle was good as won during 
the first day, fighting, some of it very fierce, continued until 
14 June. Moreover, German shelling caused heavy casualties 
among the British infantry crowded on the Ridge. British 
losses amounted to 25,000. 

Critics have pointed out that the circumstances of the 
battle, in which mines which had taken months and years to 
dig played such a prominent role, made Messines a freak, 
‘one-off’ action. This is, of course, correct, although as the 
action at Vimy in April and battles in the Ypres salient in the 
autumn demonstrated, the basic artillery-dominated, set- 
piece battle was not dependent on mines for success. But 
Messines, successful as it was, could only be the first step 


towards breaking out of the Ypres salient and seizing 
Roulers. On the second day of the battle Plumer, not 
unreasonably, told Haig that he could not get his artillery 
into position for a follow-up attack on the Gheluvelt plateau 
in fewer than three days. Haig chose to give the job to 
Gough, commander of Fifth Army, who spent more time than 
that just thinking about his options. Gough argued for a 
broad front attack, as he feared that otherwise success 
would simply result in a salient jutting out into German 
territory that would be difficult to hold. While this made a 
pleasant change from Gough’s modus operandi at Poziéres 
and Bullecourt, it gave the Germans a breathing space at a 
time when they were highly vulnerable to an attack 
following immediately on the heels of the first. Thus most 
historians have judged that Haig’s failure to give Plumer his 
three days to prepare another operation was a mistake. 
However, a recent book by a Canadian historian, lan 
Malcolm Brown, has placed the debate in a new light. The 
study of supply and transportation, collectively known as 
logistics, has been deeply unfashionable among military 
historians. Many, myself included, have been guilty of 
making airy generalisations about the conduct of military 
operations without considering how troops were to be 
transported from point A to point B, and how they would be 
fed and supplied once they got there. Brown has pointed out 
that the preparations for Messines had been underway since 
late 1916, and that the attack took place only after three 
weeks of exhaustive efforts to get all the arrangements in to 
place. His argument, based on a close study of the 
administrative records, is that the suspension of major 
operations ‘was dictated by the need both to consolidate 
Messines’s success and prepare a new battlefield, 
admittedly an adjacent one.’[431] That is not to say that 
Plumer should not have been given time to mount a /imited 
attack onto the Gheluvelt plateau. Given the clear state of 
crisis in the German forces immediately after 7 June, it 


might have achieved some success, although this approach 
would not have been free of risk. Ideally, a major, multi- 
divisional assault on a broad front should have been 
launched straight after the Battle of Messines; but for good 
logistic reasons, this was an impossibility. 


The Third Battle of Ypres 


Haig made two major mistakes in the planning for the 
Third Battle of Ypres. The first was to give the responsibility 
for the main attack to Gough and his Fifth Army rather than 
to Plumer’s Second. This decision has been exhaustively 
debated. Haig’s reasoning was probably that he thought 
that a breakthrough was achievable and thus the right man 
for the job was Gough, the thrusting cavalryman, rather 
than Plumer, the methodical infantryman. His second error 
was to send Gough confused signals about the task ahead. 
A cardinal principle of military command is_ that 
subordinates should understand the commander’s intent. In 
Andrew Wiest’s words, Haig ‘hoped for a breakthrough but 
also understood the worth of a step-by-step attack to 
contribute to the wearing down of the German Army’. 
Unfortunately, the commander of Fifth Army ‘was not subtle 
enough to understand the dual nature of the offensive’. Haig 
offered Gough advice on the nature of the German defences 
and hinted that there should be a preliminary attack against 
the key ground on the right. He did not, true to his ‘hands- 
off’ conception of the role of commander in chief, give 
Gough a direct order. In the event, Gough chose to ignore 
the sensible advice he received from GHQ.[432] For the first 
day of the offensive Gough set ambitious objectives of 6,000 
yards, which would carry the attackers to the German Third 
Position. In subsequent phases over succeeding days, he 
intended Fifth Army to break out of the Salient altogether. 

If all had gone well with the operation, the breakout from 
the Ypres salient would have been accompanied by an 
amphibious landing on the Belgian coast near Middelkirke. 
British 15* Division had been trained for this role, and 
equipped with specially-designed landing craft, and even 
special ramps to allow tanks to climb over the sea wall. This 
operation was certainly imaginative and ambitious, and was 


much better prepared than the Gallipoli landings two years 
before. Whether it would have worked in the face of 
opposition is debatable. What is clear is that the operation 
was an integral part of Haig’s campaign plan for Third Ypres, 
not an optional extra. Not until the failure of the First Battle 
of Passchendaele on 12 October did Haig finally abandon his 
scheme of an amphibious landing.[433] 

The Third Battle of Ypres, familiarly known from its last 
phase as ‘Passchendaele’, began on 31 July 1917. Nine 
divisions of Fifth Army mounted the central punch, with five 
divisions of Second Army on their right flank, and two 
French divisions on their left. Gough’s left-hand formation 
was the Guards Division, which assaulted in the Boesinghe 
sector, with 1S¢ French Division on their flank. The Guards 
faced an unusually difficult task, since the Yser Canal ran 
through No Man’s Land to their front. Before the battle the 
Division had to find a way of crossing this waterway, which 
‘had a surface of about 70 feet of soft and tenacious mud 
into which a man sank like a stone, and a narrow shallow 
stream of water flowing down the middle’. In the event, the 
Guards devised an ingenious solution: canvas mats, fitted to 
wire netting and wooden slatted frames. The mats were 
wisely supplemented by light bridges built out of ‘wooden 
piers with a foundation of petrol tins’. Two entire companies 
of the divisional pioneer battalion, 4? Coldstream Guards, 
were trained to lay the mats and bridges. In the event the 
Guards crossed the Yser Canal on 27 July, four days ahead 
of the main assault, and then built fourteen bridges across 
the waterway, allowing the Division to commence the battle 
on the ‘German’ bank. This attention to detail was the 
hallmark of the BEF’s successful set-piece operations, circa 
1917. 

When the main attack began on 31 July, the infantry of 
the Guards Division was supported by a formidable creeping 
barrage, with a further standing barrage provided by heavy 


artillery, which ‘lifted’ to the east in conformity with the 
advance of the creeper and the infantry. The men of the 
Guards Division advanced two and half miles on a frontage 
of just under a mile. Lieutenant Colonel Headlam, the 
division’s historian, admitted that given the power of the 
German guns and the enemy’s ‘almost uninterrupted 
observation’ over the battlefield, without comprehensive 
Support from the Royal Artillery ‘the task of the attacking 
troops might be too onerous a one - even for the Guards’- 
an admission indeed. This problem was common across the 
Ypres Salient where the Germans held the high ground. 
Significantly, both the divisional and corps commanders in 
their congratulatory messages to the Guards Division 
stressed that success was thanks to teamwork. Naturally, 
the infantry and artillery were praised, but so were the 
Royal Engineers, pioneers, Labour Companies, carrying 
parties, and transport drivers. The days of 1916, when 
infantry and artillery all too often attempted to fight battles 
independently, were gone. By July 1917 it was clearly 
recognised that success depended on all the elements of 
the weapons system, which included the apparently humble 
‘humpers and dumpers’, working together.[434] 

Across most of the front, the Guards Division’s tactical 
success was repeated to a greater or lesser degree, and for 
the same reasons: good artillery support, effective infantry 
tactics and all-arms cooperation. But there were three 
significant problems that overshadowed the success of the 
day. The assault on the vital ground of the Gheluvelt plateau 
- the very area where Haig had advised preliminary attacks 
- resulted in gains of only 500 yards. Elsewhere, the 
attackers made good progress for the first mile or so 
because the Germans had chosen to defend their front line 
lightly, according to the principles of defence-in-depth. The 
Eingreif (counterattack) divisions had then struck the British 
divisions, who were caught off balance. As Harington put it, 
‘The further we penetrate his line, the stronger and more 


organised we find him ... [while] the weaker and more 
disorganised we are liable to become.’[435] The advance 
halted, and in some sectors the British were even forced 
back. Fifth Army had been intended to advance some 6,000 
yards on 31 July but even the relatively successful divisions, 
such as the Guards, had managed only half that distance. 
Gough’s drive for objectives deep in the enemy positions 
had clearly failed. To cap it all, it began to rain and the 
ground turned to mud. 

Mud will always be associated with Passchendaele, ‘the 
Campaign of the mud’ as Lloyd George famously called it. 
The immediate effect of the deluge was to force operations 
to be halted on 2 August; the next major attack did not get 
underway until the sixteenth of the month, after some minor 
operations four days earlier. This action, the Battle of 
Langemarck (16-18 August), simply underlined that Gough’s 
tactics were inappropriate for the circumstances. Gough 
failed to concentrate his artillery, and operations soon 
petered out into piecemeal line-straightening affairs. It was 
harking back to the worst days of the Somme. Fifth Army 
made a few gains at horrendous cost. In the terrible 
conditions of rain and mud, the BEF seemed to have lost the 
formula of Arras and Messines. 

One area where the weapons system did work was near 
St. Julien (not far from the present day site of the memorial 
of the ‘Brooding Canadian’ at Vancouver Corner). Here, on 
16 September, a combined infantry-armour attack captured 
some important German pillboxes, largely because the 
lumbering tanks were able to move along a road, rather 
than get bogged down Iurching across fields. One tank did 
get stuck in the mud when it attempted to go off—piste. 
Fortunately, it bogged down with a six-pounder gun pointing 
in the direction of the door of the Maison de Hibou pillbox, 
with predictable effects. At another strong point, Cockcroft, 
at the appearance of a tank the garrison simply abandoned 


their post.[436] Yet this action contrasted strongly with the 
disappointing performance of Fifth Army as a whole. 

It was not as if the methods of Messines had suddenly 
stopped working. While Fifth Army were floundering, in more 
senses than one, at Langemarck, some miles to the south 
the Canadian Corps demonstrated the importance of careful 
preparation and limited objectives. On 15 August the 
Canadians seized Hill 70 near Lens and held it after a fierce 
fight, tying down five German divisions in the process. On 
the last day of the Hill 70 battle Haig turned the assault at 
Ypres over to Plumer. Even after the battle had begun, Haig 
had given Gough hints and advice.[437] In turning to Plumer 
Haig implicitly acknowledged the failure of Gough's 
ambitious but impractical methods, and returned to a tried 
and tested formula. By this stage the British had suffered 
nearly 70,000 casualties for meagre returns. 

Second Army did not disappoint the commander in chief. 
Plumer asked for and was granted three weeks to prepare 
for the next battle. He used his time wisely. When he 
launched the Battle of Menin Road Ridge on 20 September, 
the infantry had rehearsed their attacks over and again. The 
artillery had devised an effective fireplan; the engineers and 
logisticians had prepared a firm base for the offensive; and 
Second Army had a counter to the German tactics of flexible 
defence, which had been so successful on the first day of 
the battle. 

At 5.40 a.m. on 20 September 1917 the infantry went over 
the top protected by a ferocious barrage, 1,000 yards deep. 
Four divisions - 415¢, 23™, and 1St and 2" Australian - were 
in the van, supported by seven divisions (five from Fifth 
Army) as flank-guards. The Germans were taken by surprise, 
and the British and Australian infantry, led by skirmishers, 
with specialist teams of bomb throwers, Lewis gunners and 
rifle grenadiers behind, methodically dealt with German 
defensive positions. 


The effectiveness of the flexible British infantry tactics 
was, from the German perspective, bad enough. Still more 
alarming was to discover that their Eingreif counterattack 
formations were neutralised by Plumer’s new tactics. By 
limiting the advance of each British division to a mere 1,600 
yards or so, the attackers would stay within range of their 
own artillery and machine guns. On _ reaching their 
objectives, they would halt, consolidate the captured 
positions, wait for the inevitable German counterattacks, 
and use firepower to break them up. This was bite-and-hold 
with a vengeance. The attackers bit a chunk out of the 
enemy position, held it against counterattacks, and then 
repeated the process. The German official history bemoaned 
that the E/ngrief formations, ready to intervene in the battle 
at 8.00 a.m., could not get into action ‘until the late 
afternoon; for the tremendous British barrage fire caused 
most serious loss of time and crippled the thrust power of 
the reserves.’[438] Moreover, one brigade in every British 
assaulting division was held back as a reserve and used to 
defeat counterattacks. 

By the end of 20 September the attack had succeeded 
almost everywhere. It was, in the view of John Lee, who has 
made an in-depth study of the battle, ‘a crushing victory in 
the main’. The BEF’s morale, which had perhaps reached its 
nadir after Langemarck, ‘soared after such a clear cut 
victory against an over-confident enemy’.[439] How can we 
account for the victory? Good weather was an example, for 
once in this campaign, of the bread landing butter-side up, 
but Plumer’s meticulous preparations owed nothing to 
chance. Opposed by 750 German guns, the Royal Artillery 
once again proved to be a battle winner. 

Both Gough and Plumer deployed a_ formidable 
concentration of guns for an attack frontage of 5,000 yards 
each. However mere possession of large numbers of guns 
and shells did not automatically translate into victory on the 
battlefield, any more than a group of talented club 


sportsmen automatically make a successful international 
team. At Menin Road the BEF used their artillery 
exceptionally effectively, as were all the other elements of 
the all-arms team, not least the Poor Bloody Infantry. 

The victory of 20 September 1917 was not bought 
cheaply. In many places, it was far from a walkover. As Robin 
Prior and Trevor Wilson have recently pointed out, the 
engagement cost the BEF 21,000 casualties for the gain of 
5% square miles, each square mile costing losses of 3,800 
men. Gough’s attack on 31 July had cost some 6,000 more 
men but gained more ground (18 square miles) at a cost of 
1,500 casualties per square mile. Their conclusion is that 
the success of Menin Road has been exaggerated and that 
the praise heaped on Plumer was the product of ‘the 
diminishing expectations accompanying the campaign’. 
Gough had promised much but failed to deliver, while 
Plumer’s more modest endeavour lived up to lower 
expectations.[440] This is an astute insight. However, 
although Menin Road gained less ground at proportionately 
higher cost, it had a more profound impact on the Germans 
than the operations of 31 July. On that day German defence- 
in-depth tactics worked successfully. At Menin Road, they 
did not. 

Furthermore, the Battle of Menin Road was not an end in 
itself. Rather, it was the beginning of a remarkable series of 
offensives that brought the Germans close to defeat. Plumer 
delivered another hammer blow at the Battle of Polygon 
Wood (26 September) and then a third at Broodseinde (4 
October). In both battles Plumer repeated the basic formula 
of Menin Ridge, with similar results. ‘The advance up the 
Slowly rising ridge to Passchendaele, once started, had to go 
on’ recalled a corporal of 55" Division, ‘but troops were not 
going over every day, as on the Somme. Periodical thrusts 
of greater compass had come to pass, and the creeping 
barrage. No longer could Jerry lie low in his dugouts, or in 


this case his pillboxes, and know that the lifting barrage was 
an almost infallible signal of our attack. You followed the 
creeping shells now, and pounced on him still dazed and 
bewildered. The Somme had not been without its 
lessons.’[441] 

The Germans responded by altering their tactics, ordering 
that the front line of defence be held more strongly. This 
gambit was unsuccessful and was soon reversed. Plumer’s 
bite-and-hold operations were far from perfect, but they 
were successful. On 4 October the British had another slice 
of luck in that their attack began just as the Germans were 
preparing an attack of their own. British guns slaughtered 
German infantry crowded into forward trenches. Not 
Surprisingly, a German official history described 4 October 
as ‘the black day’, while a German regimental history called 
it the most terrible day of the war so far.[442] 

Modern German historians offer support for these 
contemporary judgements. One recently wrote that ‘Against 
the new British approach to the battle, the Germans could 
find no remedy; the recapturing of ground lost was 
impossible.’ Another writes that the British attacks of 9 and 
12 October, usually judged by British historians to be 
failures, ‘produced a crisis in command’. Faced by mounting 
casualties, 159,000 men by this stage, and a precipitous 
decline in morale, one faction in German high command 
advocated limited withdrawal to force Haig to redeploy his 
artillery. Crown Prince Rupprecht, the local Army Group 
commander, even began to prepare for ‘a comprehensive 
withdrawal’ that would have entailed giving up the Channel 
ports, which, of course, would have fulfilled one of the major 
British objectives of the campaign at a stroke.[443] At this 
time German forces were still badly overstretched in fighting 
a war on more than one front. No sooner had the threat of 
the Russian ‘Kerensky’ offensives, launched on 1 July, been 
contained than Haig’s offensive opened in Flanders. By the 
autumn of 1917 the German strategic position was not as 


grim as it had been in July-August 1916, but there was little 
margin for error.[444] 

For the first time in years, at noon on 4 October on the 
heights east of Ypres, British troops on the Western Front 
stood face to face with the possibility of decisive success 
‘Let the student ... ask himself “In view of the results of 
three step-by-step blows [the battles of Menin Road, Polygon 
Wood and Broodseinde] all successful, what will be the 
result of three more in the next fortnight?”’[445] 

The author of these words was no apologist for high 
command; it was none other than Charles Bean, the 
Australian journalist and official historian, and scourge of 
British generals. Of course, we know that the Germans slid 
back from the abyss of defeat. The British campaign 
reached its highpoint at midday on 4 October 1917. A 
number of factors, including the return of bad weather, 
ensured that further stages of the campaign suffered from 
the law of diminishing returns. While we have perfect 
hindsight, Haig did not. Had he halted the entire offensive 
on the afternoon of Broodseinde, Haig would undoubtedly 
have been roundly damned by historians for failing to take 
advantage of the opportunities that presented themselves. 
In the event, he did decide to push on, with fatal 
consequences for his reputation. 

Third Ypres is remembered as, in A.J.P. Taylor’s graphic 
phrase, ‘the blindest slaughter of a blind war’.[446] As a 
blanket condemnation of the campaign this is a travesty of 
the truth. Plumer’s trio of victories brought the Germans to 
the verge of a serious defeat; ‘near to certain destruction’, 
as one German source put it.[447] As it was, the campaign 
inflicted appalling damage on the German army. German 
sources claim that fear of another Passchendaele - which, of 
course, was the third attritional battering the German army 
had endured at the hands of the BEF in eighteen months, 
with the British growing in military skill from action to action 
- added to the effects of the Allied blockade, prompted them 


to launch their disastrous last-gasp offensive in spring 1918. 
While such claims may contain an element of special 
pleading, they have the ring of truth. 

After 4 October Plumer became the victim of his own 
success in bite-and-hold operations as the problems of Arras 
resurfaced. Extensive engineering work was needed to get 
the guns forward over the lunar landscape created by the 
very bombardment that made success possible in the first 
place. In battle what is now called operational tempo is all- 
important. As historian Rob Thompson has commented, ‘The 
timing of successive operations was crucial: too slow and 
the enemy recovers; too fast and the assault out-ranges its 
own artillery support.’ The next action, the Battle of 
Poelcappelle, was launched on 9 October when preparations 
were far from complete. In appalling conditions produced by 
heavy rain, inadequate numbers of engineers and pioneers 
struggled to build and maintain wooden plank roads under 
Shellfire. Infantry reached the start line for the attack only 
after an exhausting journey along duckboard tracks ‘which 
eventually petered-out into waist-deep mud’. Among their 
many tasks, the sappers had to build gun platforms; 
otherwise artillery pieces (those that were not ‘stuck 
uselessly on the blocked single-track roads further to the 
rear’) sank into the mud. The result was that on 9 October 
the already exhausted infantry attacked with the support of 
a feeble barrage. Even before the Broodseinde battle of 4 
October, forward communications in the Salient were 
showing strain. At the Battles of Poelcappelle and First 
Passchendaele (12 October) they disintegrated.[448] 

Even after these failures, bite-and-hold was made to work. 
The Canadian Corps was now commanded by Arthur Currie, 
a Canadian-born pre-war amateur soldier, who was brought 
up to Ypres and tasked with capturing Passchendaele Ridge. 
Currie was unhappy at being given the job, but agreed that 
the task would be achievable, but only with careful 
preparation; and to achieve this he needed time and 


manpower. Granted both, Major General W.B. Lindsay, the 
chief engineer of the Corps, was able to create a workable 
communications system under the most _ difficult 
circumstances. Canadian sappers and pioneers built a plank 
road close to the front line, enabling ammunition and other 
vital supplies to be brought forward. ‘The road was 
continually subjected to heavy shell fire’ noted an after- 
action report, ‘several direct hits being made on it and the 
work of the troops engaged on its construction is worthy of 
great praise.’[449] The Canadians made four attacks, on 26 
and 30 October, and 6 and 10 November, securing most of 
Passchendaele Ridge at the cost of 16,346 casualties; Currie 
had predicted a loss of 16,000 men. Haig then halted the 
battle. 

The objective of the last phase gave its name to the entire 
Third Battle of Ypres. In modern day _ Belgium, 
Passchendaele is famous principally for a type of cheese. In 
Britain, Australia, New Zealand and Canada, Passchendaele 
has become a symbol for all that is most awful about war in 
general, and the First World War in particular. The very 
name offers a grim pun - ‘Passion Dale’, the Calvary on 
which the flower of youth of the British Empire was nailed. ‘I 
died in hell - (they called it Passchendaele)’ runs a line of 
one of the most famous poems of the war.[450] Given that 
the name Passchendaele is loaded with so much emotional 
baggage, it is difficult, even after 80 years, for a British 
historian to examine the battle with detachment. Yet that it 
is exactly what a number of historians have done. As a 
result, some myths about the battle can be laid to rest. 

The first myth is that the battle consisted of ‘mere blind 
bashing’. On the contrary, as Cyril Falls commented, ‘Tactics 
were seldom more skilful’. In Summarising Third Ypres as 
‘good tactics, bad ground’ historian Andy Simpson 
introduces the other side of the problem.[451] Even here 
one can argue that if the weather had not been so wet, the 
peculiar geology of the Ypres area, which led to the rain 


producing mud of such spectacularly glutinous quality, 
would not have been a problem. Recent research has firmly 
debunked the idea that heavy rainfall could be expected in 
the area in August. On the contrary, British commanders, 
informed by the BEF’s Meteorological Section (under Ernest 
Gold, a prominent meteorologist - another example of the 
appliance of science to warfare) ‘could reasonably expect 
weather in Flanders which would be generally favourable to 
British plans.’ However, the rainfall in the autumn and early 
winter of 1917 was abnormally heavy.[452] There is a 
famous story that Kiggell, Haig’s chief of staff, on seeing the 
battlefield for the first time tearfully cried out ‘Good God, 
did we send men to fight in that’? This unsubstantiated 
anecdote poses all manner of problems if it is to be 
accepted at face value. The underlying implication, that 
Haig and GHQ were unaware of the state of conditions at 
the front, is simply untrue.[453] That is not to argue, 
however, that Haig was justified in continuing the offensive 
after the clear failure of the Battle of Poelcappelle. 

Today, Passchendaele is a quiet backwater. Standing just 
outside the village, among the graves in Passchendaele New 
British Cemetery, one’s eyes travel across the ground over 
which the Canadians attacked in November 1917. A mere 
seven or so miles in the distance the town of Ypres is clearly 
visible. The juxtaposition of death and short distances is 
stark. For me, this place, more than any other on the 
Western Front, poses the question: was it worth it? Standing 
on the ground where so many lives were ended and so 
many dreams destroyed it is difficult to make a judgement 
unclouded by emotion. But the objective answer is surely 
‘yes’; at least, this is true of the period from 7 June until 9 
October 1917. During this time there was a real possibility 
of gaining important strategic objectives. That is the true 
justification for the campaign. To defend the campaign by 
arguing that the BEF was obliged to attack to divert German 
attention from the mutinous French armies is_ less 


convincing; senior French commanders’ were _ not 
enthusiastic about the bold nature of Haig’s plan for a break 
through. 

After Poelcappelle, the continuation of operations 
becomes more difficult to justify. The BEF was left in the 
position of having to go forward or back - the line held after 
this battle was in the long term, untenable. The capture of 
Passchendaele Ridge made sense if it was used as the 
jumping off point for a renewed attack, but there was no 
enthusiasm for carrying out a major, fresh offensive until 
the New Year. By the spring of 1918, however, the Allies had 
been forced onto the defensive. The exposed British 
positions on Passchendaele Ridge were indefensible and in 
the face of a major German assault in Flanders Plumer took 
the sensible and morally courageous decision to abandon 
much of the ground captured the previous autumn. 

Finally, it comes down to a question of attrition. The 
question of which side suffered the higher casualties 
remains deeply controversial, but Richard Holmes’s recent 
suggestion of a compromise figure of 260,000 for each side 
seems about right.[454] Given the smaller population base 
of German as opposed to the Allies (who were about to lose 
the Russians but had gained the United States), in crude 
terms this figure worked in the favour of the Entente. The 
other factor to be considered was the impact of attrition on 
morale. In the short term the fighting spirit of both the 
German and British armies recovered from Third Ypres. In 
the longer term Passchendaele probably had a greater 
impact on German morale than that of the British. In this 
sense, the full fruits of Haig’s 1917 Flanders campaign did 
not become clear until the victorious autumn of 1918. 

Cambrai: The Return of Mobility 

Second Passchendaele demonstrated the BEF’s mastery of 
the set-piece, bite-and-hold offensive. It also demonstrated 
its limitations. But just as the BEF appeared to have reached 
a tactical dead end, several more elements were added to 


the weapons system. These were to allow the British army 
not merely to break jn to the enemy positions, but then to 
break out into the countryside beyond. Mobility, in short, 
returned to the battlefield. The first test of this newly- 
improved weapons system came at the Battle of Cambrai, 
just ten days after the Canadian Corps launched the last of 
its attacks on Passchendaele Ridge. On the surface, it must 
have seemed that the British and German armies were 
exhausted, incapable of making another major effort. If 
nothing else, the operations at Cambrai demonstrated the 
amazing resilience and powers of recuperation of the armies 
on the Western Front. Even more significantly, Cambrai 
demonstrated that the scales of tactical advantage, for so 
long weighed in the defender’s favour, were now at last 
tipping towards the attacker. 

General Sir Julian Byng’s Third Army carried out the 
attack. The initial plan had evolved since it was first 
mooted. Brigadier-General Hugh Elles, commander of the 
Tank Corps, saw the Cambrai sector as an area where 
armoured operations would be possible. The terrain was not 
ideal, as it contained many water-obstacles, but it was far 
better suited to tanks than the Ypres Salient. Preliminary 
ideas that the offensive should take the form of a large- 
scale tank raid, to ‘put the wind up the Boche’, as Byng 
phrased it,[455] were pushed to one side as the plans grew 
steadily more ambitious. Haig saw the Cambrai operation as 
an opportunity to salvage something from his 1917 
Campaigns. From the perspective of London, the BEF’s 
efforts that year had resulted in gains that were as meagre 
as they were Pyrrhic. A success in this sector brought up the 
possibility of penetrating the Hindenburg Line and even the 
capture of the key rail junction of Cambrai itself. In the 
event Ill and IV Corps attacked, with the Cavalry Corps in 
reserve. 

The Battle of Cambrai is remembered as the first action in 
which tanks were used en masse to launch a powerful, 


concentrated punch. Third Army fielded 476 tanks, including 
98 support tanks loaded with supplies. Cambrai ‘heralded 
the new era of mechanical warfare’ wrote a soldier-author in 
1942, ‘the scope of which is only becoming apparent in the 
present war.’[456] While such claims are not entirely 
unjustified, the attention given to the success of the tank 
has masked another, and arguably more significant 
innovation used for the first time at Cambrai. This was a 
‘predicted’ bombardment. Previously the — artillery’s 
preparations for an offensive had sacrificed surprise. Guns 
had been pre-registered, by firing preliminary or ‘ranging’ 
shots at targets to get the range. As Andy Simpson explains, 
previously gunners had ‘Lacked the accuracy to set [the] 
range, direction and trajectory [of shells] by assessing the 
target’s position on the map relative to theirs and making 
allowances for the idiosyncrasies of the gun or howitzer and 
its ammunition and for the effect of other factors, such as 
wind speed and direction. By November 1917, it had been 
realised that each artillery piece varied slightly, and so they 
were calibrated against a standard before issue. By the 
same token, batches of ammunition also had variations, and 
these too could be allowed for. This meant that no ranging 
shots were required and so the number and positions of the 
guns could be hidden from the enemy far more easily. And 
improvements in mapping meant that the relative positions 
of gun and target on the map were now accurate.’[457] 

These developments meant that a long ‘Somme’-style 
pounding of the enemy positions was unnecessary. No 
longer was the artillery seeking to destroy the enemy 
positions; its goal now was merely to cut the barbed wire 
and force the German infantry to keep their heads down 
while the attackers crossed No Man’s Land. These objectives 
were less ambitious than those of 1916 but more 
achievable. The days of believing that ‘artillery conquers, 
infantry occupies’ had gone. Artillery was now functioning 
as an effective part of an all-arms team. 


‘Artillery and secrecy do not seem to go hand in hand’, 
Byng reflected while lecturing to the officers of the 
Canadian Corps. Third Army took steps to hide the gun 
positions, ‘We learned more about camouflaging in that 
fortnight before the battle than we ever thought of before’, 
Byng admitted later. He went further, therefore dispensing 
with a preliminary bombardment altogether: the guns only 
opened up when the infantry and tanks crossed the start- 
line. The new artillery tactics, along with security measures 
such as moving troops and tanks by night, enabled surprise 
to return to the battlefield.[458] 

The first phase of the Battle of Cambrai was a spectacular 
success. At 6.20 a.m. on 20 November 1917 1,003 guns 
opened up on the German positions and British infantry and 
tanks began their advance. On reaching their objectives, the 
tanks crushed barbed wire obstacles beneath their tracks 
and crossed trenches with the aid of wooden bundles 
(fascines). The Germans were heavily outgunned - they had 
only 150 artillery pieces on this sector - and by nightfall the 
British had pushed forward up to five miles on a frontage of 
about six miles. Once again, careful training paid off in the 
form of effective cooperation between the tanks and 
infantry. One major check was experienced on the front of 
51st (Highland) Division, not, as often alleged, because of 
poor tactics adopted by its commander, Major General 
Harper, but because of the peculiarly tough defences, which 
included an anti-tank battery, at Flesquiéres village.[459] 
The Germans held Flesquieres as a bastion of resistance, 
which prevented the British from securing the vital objective 
of Bourlon Wood. 

Thus far, Cambrai was an example of another mostly 
successful bite-and-hold operation. Like the mines at 
Messines, the massed tank assault had introduced another 
novel element into a successful formula. But the offensive 
had more ambitious aims than Messines or Menin Road. The 
cavalry were supposed to exploit through the gap created 


by the initial assault. By the time the attackers reached the 
St. Quentin Canal it was getting dark, and the cavalry 
operations were limited in scale and achieved little. Yet 
cavalry remained the only viable instrument of exploitation. 
Of the 476 tanks that began the operation, only 297 were 
still ‘runners’ at the end of the day. The majority of the 
mechanical casualties had broken down rather than been 
disabled by enemy fire. 

Bourlon Wood was the scene of fierce fighting in 
subsequent days, but the battle had now degenerated into 
an attritional struggle. Worse, on 30 November the Germans 
launched a counter-offensive that prefigured the methods 
that were to be used with great effect in their 1918 spring 
attacks: surprise, a short” artillery bombardment, 
stormtroops, low-flying aircraft. The British were pushed 
back, losing much of the ground captured in the initial 
assault. Byng and other generals, in assessing the reasons 
for the debacle, were critical of defensive tactics and the 
discipline and training of their troops.[460] There was 
undoubtedly something in this, although Third Army was 
also at fault for failing to pick up the signals of an imminent 
counterattack. The Battle of Cambrai, in sum, achieved little 
of lasting value, but it clearly demonstrated that warfare 
was changing. Both the British and German armies had 
developed a weapons system that under the right 
conditions was capable of breaking the tactical deadlock. 

At the end of 1917 in some respects the situation of the 
British army was remarkably healthy. Building on the 
experiences of the Battle of the Somme, the BEF had 
developed an assault technique that could be _ highly 
effective, although at a prodigious price in British Empire 
lives. Technology had been harnessed to tactics, and a 
robust and increasingly flexible infrastructure had been 
created to sustain Haig’s armies in battle. Morale had taken 
a battering but had recovered. Command was._ still 
presenting some problems, but even here there were signs 


of improvement. Tactics, however, can no more be divorced 
from their strategic context than war can from politics, and 
the growing sophistication on the battlefield must be set 
against the background of a wider crisis. It was to be the 
Germans, not the British, who took the offensive in 1918. 


Chapter 9: 1918, Victory on the Western Front 


The ‘March Retreat’ of 1918 is remembered as one of the 
worst defeats in the history of the British army. After four 
years of deadlock, in their spring offensive the Germans 
used innovative new artillery and infantry tactics to break 
through the trenches of the British Fifth Army and reopen 
mobile warfare. Fifth Army lost large numbers of men and 
guns captured, and were forced into headlong retreat. 
Fuelled by inaccurate newspaper reports, the rumours of 
disasters on the battlefield were given credibility by the 
Prime Minister, David Lloyd George. In a speech to 
Parliament on 9 April 1918, Lloyd George cast some 
aspersions on the performance of Fifth Army, and _ its 
commander, General Sir Hubert Gough, who had been 
sacked on the eighth day of the battle. In Gough's bitter 
words, ‘All were ... clear that the real cause of the retreat 
was the inefficiency of myself as a general, and the poor 
and cowardly spirit of the officers and men.’[461] But this 
traditional picture is deeply flawed. Fifth Army was not 
defeated as badly as some have claimed. Overall, the 
German spring offensives failed, and their failure represents 
a British defensive victory. 

At the end of 1917 the Germans were presented with a 
rare window of opportunity to win the First World War. 
Russia, beaten on the field of battle, had collapsed into 
revolution, thus releasing large numbers of German troops 
for use on the Western Front: in the spring of 1918 the 
Germans could deploy 192 divisions, while the French and 
British could only muster 156. The German policy of 
unrestricted submarine warfare, introduced at the beginning 
of the year, had backfired disastrously. Not only had it failed 
to knock Britain out the war by cutting her vital Atlantic 


lifeline, it had prompted the United States to enter the war 
against Germany. As yet, the vast American war machine 
was still gearing up for action. Substantial numbers of 
American troops would not reach Europe until the middle of 
1918. The German commanders, Hindenburg’ and 
Ludendorff, had no desire to sit on the defensive and risk 
repeating the battering the German army had received at 
the hands of British at Passchendaele in 1917. They decided 
to stake everything on one last gamble: to strike in the West 
and defeat the British Expeditionary Force and French army 
before the Americans could intervene with decisive 
numbers. Ironically, the fateful decision was taken at a 
meeting held at Mons on 11 November 1917. Exactly twelve 
months later the war ended, in great part as a consequence 
of the decision taken on that day. 

On 21 January the plans were finalised. Operation Michael 
was an attack on the British, whom the Germans correctly 
identified as the most dangerous of the Allied forces, in the 
Somme-Arras sector. Three German armies were to be 
employed opposite either side of St. Quentin. Opposite 
Byng’s British Third Army in the Arras area was von Below’s 
Seventeenth Army, while to their south, covering the 
Flesquieres Salient (created as a result of the Cambrai 
battles at the end of 1917) and the northern portion of 
Gough's British Fifth Army, was von der Marwitz’s Second 
Army. Both German formations belonged to Crown Prince 
Rupprecht’s Army Group. Facing Gough’s southern sector 
was von Hutier’s Eighteenth Army, also of the German 
Crown Prince’s Army Group. Broadly, the plan was to crack 
open the British defences, and then push through into open 
countryside, then wheel to the north and strike the BEF’s 
flank. Then further attacks could be launched. In the initial 
stages of the offensive, von Below and von der Marwitz were 
to capture the old 1916 Somme battlefield before turning 
north to envelop Arras, while von Hutier was to act as a 
flank-guard, dealing with any French forces that emerged 


from the south, and offering support to von der Marwitz’s 
forces. 

The attackers had several advantages over the British. 
First, numbers. In spite of having greater reserves than the 
Germans, the British were now suffering from a manpower 
crisis that had forced divisions to be reduced from twelve 
infantry battalions to only nine. Haig was forced to make 
hard choices about where to deploy his_ divisions. 
Miscalculating the weight and axis of the German offensive 
and misled by German deception operations, Haig 
deliberately left his southernmost Army, Gough’s Fifth, 
weak.[462] Haig correctly calculated that he could afford to 
give ground in the Somme area, while to yield territory 
further north would have been catastrophic. A_ short 
advance in the Ypres area, for instance, would have brought 
the Germans to within striking distance of the coast, which 
would have imperilled the entire British position. Thus 
Gough had only 12 divisions to defend 42 miles of front, 
although he faced 43 German divisions. Byng by contrast 
had 14 divisions on a 28-mile frontage against 19 German 
divisions. In the Michael area, the Germans had 2,508 heavy 
guns against only 976 - a 5 to 2 advantage. Haig gambled 
on Fifth Army holding out against heavy odds. ‘Never before 
had the British line been held with so few men and so few 
guns to the mile; and the reserves were wholly insufficient’. 
[463] 

The second German advantage was in ‘fighting power’. 
For most of the war, the morale, tactics, and weapons of the 
two sides were roughly equal. But in March 1918, in terms of 
tactics, they were not. In the previous two years of almost 
constant offensives, the BEF had become highly effective at 
the art of attack. While much play has been made of 
German ‘stormtroop’ infantry tactics and ‘hurricane’ artillery 
bombardments used on 21 March 1918, in truth there was 
little for the BEF to learn from their enemy in this respect. 
Fighting on the defensive, however, was a_ novelty, 


especially because the British had introduced a new concept 
of defence-in-depth, modelled on the German pattern. In 
place of linear trenches, defensive positions consisted of 
Forward, Battle and Rear Zones, utilising machine gun 
posts, and redoubts. But in many cases, lack of time and 
labour meant that the Rear Zone was never constructed. 
Also, the concept was misunderstood at various levels. The 
Forward Zone was intended to be lightly held, to do little 
more than delay the attacker and force him to channel his 
attack where it could be more easily broken up in the Battle 
Zone by artillery, machine gun fire and local counterattacks. 
But as many as one third of British infantry were pushed 
into the Forward Zone. ‘It don’t suit us,’ opined a grizzled 
veteran NCO. ‘The British Army fights in line and won’t do 
any good in these bird cages’.[464] 

At 4.20 a.m. on 21 March the ‘Devil’s Orchestra’, 
conducted by Hutier’s innovative head gunner, Colonel 
Bruchmuller, began the overture to the offensive. 

‘It was still dark on the morning of March 21st [1918] 
when a terrific German bombardment began - “the most 
terrific roar of guns we have ever heard” ... The great push 
had started and along the whole of our front gas and high- 
explosive shells from every variety of gun and trench 
mortars were being hurled over. Everyone [in 54th Brigade] 
realized that the great ordeal for which they had been 
training and planning for weeks was upon them.’[465] 

Bruchmuller’s gunners hammered the British defenders to 
the depth of their position. Five hours later, assisted by a 
dense fog, the infantry assault broke on the battered and 
disoriented British defenders. By the evening, the situation 
was critical. The BEF had lost 500 guns and 38,000 
casualties, and the Germans had captured the Forward Zone 
almost everywhere. Worse, in the extreme south Hutier had 
broken through Gough’s Battle Zone, forcing British Ill Corps 
to retreat to the Crozat Canal. Yet even on the first day of 
the Kaiserschlact, the ‘Imperial battle’, the British had 


achieved a modest, but nonetheless important success: 
they had denied the Germans their first day objectives. 

German Seventeenth Army’s attack on Byng’s relatively 
strong and well dug-in Third Army achieved far less than 
had been intended. Similarly, German Second Army had 
failed to achieve the breakthrough it had sought. All this 
was at the cost of 40,000 German casualties. These were 
caused partly by clumsy tactics and relentless attacking, but 
also the British seizing the initiative at a local level. These 
acts of resistance in the early days of Operation Michael 
ranged from 18th Division’s counterattack at Baboeuf on 24- 
25 March, to the action of a Lewis Gun team of 24th Royal 
Fusiliers, led by two NCOs, who went forward to delay the 
enemy advance on their sector. 

22 March saw the renewal of the offensive. British XVIII 
and XIX Corps fell back, in part as a result of confusion 
among the British commanders. Third Army was still holding 
its Battle Zone but was now being outflanked as Fifth Army 
was pushed back. To the South, von Hutier’s Eighteenth 
Army had advanced more than twelve miles, and this led 
Ludendorff to make an important error. He was painfully 
aware that the offensive was not going according to plan. 
He complained of the lack of progress of von Below’s army 
on 22 March, which had a knock-on effect on Second Army. 
Ever the opportunist, on 23 March - the day that saw the 
Germans capture the Crozat Canal - Ludendorff decided to 
make Hutier’s army the point of main effort. Hutier’s 
Eighteenth Army had originally been given the role of flank- 
guard, but now, accompanied by Second Army, it was to 
drive west and southwest to drive a wedge between the BEF 
and the French. Von Below’s Seventeenth Army and German 
forces further north were to push back the British. Any Staff 
College would criticise this plan as breaking two of the 
fundamental principles of war: to select and maintain the 
aim and to concentrate force. The resistance of the British 
defenders had led Ludendorff - whose grasp of strategy and 


operational art was tenuous at best - to change his plan on 
the hoof. Now, the Germans were dispersing their force, 
rather than concentrating it, with disastrous effects. 

Nevertheless, the next few days were grim ones for the 
BEF as the Germans continued to advance. A British soldier 
wrote on 23 March that ‘we had to make a hasty retreat with 
all our worldly possessions - every road out of the village 
was crowded with rushing traffic - lorries, limbers, G.S. 
wagons, great caterpillar-tractors with immense guns 
behind them, all were dashing along in an uninterrupted 
stream .... He could even look back with affection on normal 
army rations: ‘| never thought in the days when we looked 
with disdain on ‘bully’ and biscuits | should ever long for 
them and cherish a bit of hard, dry biscuit as a hungry 
tramp cherishes a crust of bread.’[466] On 27 March Gough 
was removed from command of Fifth Army. He probably 
deserved this treatment for the way he handled his 
offensives of 1916 and 1917; it was Gough’s bad luck to be 
sacked for a defensive battle that he conducted with some 
Skill. 

Even at this stage there were glimmerings of light for the 
Allies. On 26 March the crisis led to the appointment of the 
French general Foch as Allied Generalissimo, to coordinate 
the activities of the Allied forces. This averted the threat of 
the French concentrating on defending Paris while the 
British watched for their lines of communications. Moreover 
Byng’s Third Army decisively defeated the next phase of the 
German offensive, Operation Mars. On 28 March nine 
German divisions attacked north of the River Scarpe. The 
attackers used much the same methods that had proved so 
successful on 21 March. But this time they were attacking 
well-constructed positions, without the benefit of fog, and 
the British forces were numerically stronger and conducted 
a model defensive battle. 

In the light of the completeness of the German failure 
Ludendorff ordered the assaults against Third Army to halt - 


he had no taste for an attritional battle. His appreciation 
was Shared by an officer of German 26" Division, who wrote 
in his diary on 28 March of his hope that if German 
‘operations north and south of us succeed the enemy will 
also have to give way here’: having seen the British 
defences he feared heavy casualties if ordered to attack. 
[467] Michael was not, however quite dead, and a few 
spasms of offensive action remained. Ludendorff now scaled 
down his objective to that of taking Amiens. But even this 
was beyond the German troops. They were halted ten miles 
Short of their goal on 4-5 April, at Villers Bretonneux, by 
Australian and British forces. On the same day Byng was 
again attacked, and again the Germans were thrown back. 
By this stage Ludendorff the gambler was prepared to throw 
in his hand. On 5 April, he called off the Michael offensive 
and prepared to renew the attack further north. 

What had Ludendorff achieved? At the cost of 250,000 
casualties, including many of his stormtroops, the sixteen 
days of battle had captured a large salient some forty miles 
deep, which as the events of the summer were to show, was 
extremely vulnerable and difficult to defend. The BEF, 
especially Fifth Army, was badly battered, but was far from 
defeated. The French and British armies had not been driven 
apart. Had the Germans succeeded in converting their 
operational ‘breakin’ to the BEF’s’ positions into a 
‘breakthrough’, they could well have won the war. 

Fighting returned to Flanders on 9 April. In Operation 
Georgette German Sixth Army struck out for the key British- 
held rail junction of Hazebrouck. Just as the Michael 
offensive had taken place in part on the old 1916 battlefield 
of the Somme, Georgette was fought over the battlefields of 
spring 1915. Today, a splendid memorial to Indian soldiers, 
many killed at Neuve Chapelle in 1915, lies a few hundred 
yards from a Portuguese cemetery. On 9 April 24 
Portuguese Division was directly in the path of the German 


offensive. A century before Wellington had described the 
Portuguese as the ‘Fighting Cocks’ of his army, but in April 
1918, poorly trained and officered, low in morale and 
understrength, their successors did not stand a chance. 
Today, the Portuguese graves stand in sad testimony to an 
unequal fight. The Portuguese were pushed aside and the 
Germans advanced some 3 % miles. 

Thereafter what the British called the ‘Battle of the Lys’ 
reverted to the pattern familiar from the earlier fighting 
further south: furious German attacks and stubborn British 
resistance. The vital defensive action of 55th (West 
Lancashire) Division south of the initial German breakin is a 
case in point. As on 21 March, fog enabled the German 
attackers to get close to the British without being seen. But 
the commander of this division, Major General Jeudwine, 
had trained it in new methods in defence, and his efforts 
paid off handsomely. The garrisons of outposts fought on 
even if surrounded, ‘and local counterattacks, conducted 
with splendid initiative and energy by Company, Platoon and 
Section Commanders on the spot, soon resulted in the 
recapture of all the ground occupied, together with a large 
number of prisoners and machine guns’. Between 9 and 13 
April, 55°" Division fought a tenacious battle, at one point 
losing a key position, Route A Keep, only to recapture it, and 
then hold it. This was ‘a stiff fight’, to adopt the understated 
language of the divisional history, which succeeded in 
sealing off the southern flank of the German advance: the 
attackers ploughed on ahead, but could not fan out to the 
south.[468] 40¢ Division carried out a similar role on the 
northern flank of the Germans, while reserves moved to bar 
the path of the attackers. 

On 9 April 1918 the 230 heavy guns of German Sixth 
Army had been opposed by only 200 of British First Army. 
On the following day, German Fourth Army enjoyed an even 
greater advantage when it attacked slightly to the north, 


against British Second Army: 240 to 105. Both sides were 
suffering from the strain of the fighting of the previous 
weeks. Three British divisions in the front line had already 
taken a battering in the fighting in Picardy, and Haig was 
critically short of reserves. The Germans, in turn, were 
forced to attack using a high percentage of non-elite ‘trench 
holding’ divisions. The attackers seized Armentieres and 
gained about three miles. Subsequent attacks forced Plumer 
to abandon Messines and Wytschaete, taken at such cost in 
1917. The situation seemed so grave that on 11 April Haig 
issued an Order of the Day: Many of us are now tired. To 
those | would say that victory will belong to the side which 
holds out the longest ... There is no course open to us but to 
fight it out. Every position must be held to the last man: 
there must be no retirement. With our backs to the wall and 
believing in the justice of our cause each one of us must 
fight on to the end. The safety of our Homes and the 
Freedom of mankind alike depend upon the conduct of each 
one of us at this critical moment.[469 ] 

This is a remarkable document. For Haig, of all men, to 
make such an emotionally charged appeal is a clear 
demonstration of the appalling strain he was experiencing, 
facing the brutal reality of defeat in the near future. 

Three inter-related factors saved the British Expeditionary 
Force on the Lys: the fundamental flaws in German military 
methods and operations; the tenacity of the defenders; and 
the arrival of Allied reserves. Essentially similar factors had 
contributed to the failure of the Michael offensive. The 
German assault infantry suffered heavy casualties as they 
advanced, and some units used extraordinarily clumsy 
tactics. On 30 March Ludendorff ordered that ‘the idea of 
compelling success by the employment of masses of troops 
must be absolutely eradicated. This merely leads to 
unnecessary losses. It is fire effect, which is decisive, and 
not numbers’.[470] Unfortunately the German artillery, so 
successful in the initial stages, became progressively less 


effective as the infantry moved forward. As the British had 
discovered at Ypres in 1917, moving the guns forward over 
Shell-crated ground was a difficult and laborious task. This 
problem was compounded by the fact that Ludendorff 
rejected the careful bite-and-hold approach. Attacks, he 
ordered in January 1918, must not follow the pattern of 
previous British assaults, which trusted to ‘the efficacy of 
their skilfully worked out but rigid artillery barrage’ that 
‘carr[ied] forward the infantry attack, which advanced 
without any impetus of its own’. Instead, German divisions 
must ‘by skilful tactical leading, preserve its fighting 
strength, so that divisions are capable of carrying out 
offensive battles of several days duration and entailing a 
considerable advance.’[471] Moreover, it took much time 
and effort to shift the ‘battering train’ of artillery from one 
sector to another, slowing the tempo of operations and 
granting the Allies valuable time to recover between 
German offensives. 

Previous battles on the Western Front had offered ample 
testimony to the problems of exploiting initial Success. 
Nevertheless, the German high command gambled on 
succeeding where all previous efforts had failed, and left on 
the Eastern Front a mass of cavalry which would certainly 
have been useful in the West, once the zone of barbed wire 
and trenches had been overcome. Although Ludendorff 
recognised (at least in principle) the importance of getting 
artillery forward, what this approach meant in practice was 
that the German infantry in the second and subsequent 
days of an advance had to rely on their own resources, not 
concentrated artillery fire, to get forward against defenders 
who could call on massive firepower. German stormtroop 
tactics had merely shifted the advantage enjoyed by the 
defender from the initial phase of the assault, the breakin 
battle, to the subsequent breakout phases. As we will see, 
when the BEF went on to the offensive later in the year they 
did not make the same mistakes.[472] 


Haig’s ‘Backs to the Wall’ order had hit upon the key to 
victory: standing firm. The German tactics would succeed 
only if the initial blow shattered the cohesion of the 
defenders so comprehensively that the stormtroopers had 
little to do but mop up what was left. By fighting stubbornly, 
the British bought time for reserves to arrive. Foch, the new 
Allied generalissimo, took a calculated gamble on the 
staying power of the British, keeping divisions in hand 
Should the Germans launch another offensive. Foch had 
been impressed by the stamina of British Regulars at First 
Ypres in 1914; his faith that the British citizen soldier of 
1918 would prove as resilient was justified. For all that, the 
Battle of the Lys was a critical moment that could easily 
have ended in a disastrous defeat for the BEF. 

Even while the spring battles were in progress, fingers 
were being pointed at the state of morale of Fifth Army. 
Military morale was to be a significant factor in deciding the 
outcome of the war in 1918, so it is worth examining this 
question in some detail.[473] The heavy losses of 21 March, 
and the circumstances in which they occurred, which 
included large-scale surrenders of British troops, cannot be 
brushed aside. There is much evidence that morale was low 
in some cases - the question is, how low? The nineteenth- 
century Prussian military philosopher Karl von Clausewitz 
differentiated between soldiers’ mood and soldiers’ spirit. 
[474] Mood was transient, and could change from day to 
day or even minute by minute, depending on whether an 
individual was wet or dry, warm or cold, hungry or fed. Spirit 
was something very different. It was quite possible for a unit 
to have good military spirit yet be full of grumbling, 
whinging men. In March 1918 British soldiers had much to 
moan about. Only four months had passed since the 
gruelling attritional struggle around Passchendaele had 
ended. The army was short of men, which meant more work 
for everyone. A number of battalions had just been 
disbanded, leaving groups of disgruntled men to be 


absorbed into remaining units. The need to work on the 
defensive lines meant that the ‘rest’ periods of the infantry 
were too often spent on hard manual labour. 

On his return from a visit to the Western Front in January 
1918 General Smuts produced a report for the War Cabinet 
that categorically affirmed that the morale of the BEF was 
sound. This view was confirmed by a report based on the 
censoring of 84,000 soldiers’ letters, covering the April-July 
1918 period. The report frankly stated that the units of 
Fourth Army (as Fifth Army had been renamed) could not be 
described as ‘happy’: they were war weary, and cynical 
about politicians and senior officers. But Clausewitz would 
have approved of their morale. Fourth Army’s ‘combative 
spirit’ was still ‘very high’; the ordinary soldiers were 
determined ‘to stick it to the end’. [475] 

Not every soldier fought to the last round. Many stragglers 
headed for the rear at the beginning of the battle, but they 
seem to have been mostly non-combatants. By mid-March 
no less than 68,000 men were working on the defensive 
positions, including 12,000 Italians, 5,000 Chinese, 10,000 
POW and 4,500 Indians. The Fifth Army’s Deputy Provost 
Marshal reported that on 21-22 March few fighting troops 
became stragglers, and they ‘were chiefly those who were 
genuinely lost and anxious to rejoin their Units’. Surviving 
Statistics indicate that the worst period for stragglers came 
in the period 27-30 March, at least six days after the initial 
German assault, when sheer exhaustion would have been a 
major factor.[476] 

The numbers of British soldiers taken prisoner, some 
without putting up much of a fight, is the strongest evidence 
for a collapse of morale on 21 March 1918. The total of 
38,000 British casualties sustained on that day included no 
less than 21,000 prisoners - one of the largest mass 
Surrenders in British military history. Perhaps even more 
significant was the loss of about 500 guns to the Germans, 
because when an army loses its artillery, it is generally a 


Sign it is on the verge of collapse. But as Martin Middlebrook 
has commented, poor British defensive tactics distort the 
picture. By cramming 27 battalions into the Forward Zone, 
Fifth Army effectively offered them up as sacrifices. Once 
the German infantry had got behind their positions, the 
defenders’ sense of self-preservation set in, seeing no point 
in useless losses. Some men fought on until an inspirational 
commander was killed, and then they surrendered. This 
happened to 16th Manchesters, who defended Manchester 
Hill until the death of Lieutenant Colonel W. Elstob, who was 
awarded a posthumous Victoria Cross for his part in the 
action. Other officers surrendered their commands. One, 
Lieutenant Colonel Lord Farnham of 2nd Royal Irish Rifles, 
satisfied his honour by obtaining a note from his German 
captors, which said that his unit had put up stiff resistance 
before surrendering.[477] 

The importance of the surrenders of 21 March must not be 
exaggerated. If Fifth Army’s morale had been uniformly 
poor, the Germans would have taken all their objectives on 
the day - which they failed to do. If the morale of Fifth Army 
had indeed collapsed, the Germans would probably have 
won the First World War. 

After his failure to breakthrough on the Lys, Ludendorff, 
continuing his theme of strategic opportunism, once again 
turned his attention to the south. Attacks towards Amiens 
(24 April), on the Aisne (27 May) and the Matz (9 June) 
followed the now familiar pattern: initial success, which 
diminished as the attackers advanced and resistance 
stiffened, ending in the restoration of stalemate. In all cases 
the Germans gained some ground but they signally failed to 
achieve a decisive victory against the defenders. In many 
ways their limited successes left the Germans worse off 
than they had been before. They had multiplied their supply 
problems and their new positions were vulnerable to 
counterattack. And of course, the casualties continued to 
pile up. The German army was becoming an increasingly 


fragile instrument. There had been some worrying signs of 
indiscipline as Germans captured vast British supply dumps 
and stopped to loot ‘according to taste’ wrote one German 
officer on 28 March, ‘the coloured picture-postcard, the silk 
curtain, the bottle of wine, the chicken or the cow, but in 
most cases the wine.’[478] For German soldiers, who had 
suffered so many years of shortages, to see with their own 
eyes the abundance of British supplies did nothing to 
maintain morale. 

The immense casualties suffered by the German army in 
the spring offensive undoubtedly contributed mightily to its 
eventual defeat in the autumn of 1918. This has led 
historian Tim Travers to argue that ‘to a considerable extent 
the German army defeated itself through its own offensives 
from March to July [1918], because these offensives led to 
excessive casualties due to poor tactics, and because ... 
[German high command] employed an unwise strategy that 
did not maintain its objectives.’[479] There is much to be 
said for this view, but armies do not really defeat 
themselves. In spring 1918 stubborn resistance by Allied 
soldiers inflicted those enormous losses on the attackers; 
the French army took on their share of the hard fighting, 
especially opposing the Aisne offensive which carried the 
Germans to within forty miles of Paris. The Germans, by 
attacking in so reckless a fashion, improved the Allies’ 
chances of defeating their offensives. 

For all that, the failure of Ludendorff’s spring 1918 
offensives was not preordained. In terms of sheer scale 
these battles rate as the greatest British defensive victories 
in history. For victories they were. Winston Churchill was by 
no means an uncritical admirer of British generalship in the 
First World War, yet he argued that ‘contrary to the 
generally accepted verdict [on Michael], | hold that the 
Germans, judged by the hard test of gains and losses, were 
decisively defeated.’[480] Churchill wrote these words in the 
1920s, but at the beginning of the twenty-first century the 


defeat of the 1918 German offensives remains a forgotten 
victory. 

For a month, from the end of the Matz offensive in mid- 
June 1918, an uneasy stalemate fell over the Western Front 
until on 15 July the Germans tried yet again, this time 
launching a major attack on the Marne. The previous 
German offensives had failed because they ran out of 
steam. On this occasion, the Allies counterattacked and 
inflicted a heavy defeat on the attackers. The counterblow 
was launched on 18 July by General Mangin’s French Tenth 
Army, which included 1St and 24 US Divisions, who 
acquitted themselves well. British and Italian forces also 
participated in this truly Allied victory. The French employed 
tanks en masse, in the style of Cambrai. As a German 
source admitted, the Second Battle of the Marne was ‘a 
great strategic success for Marshal Foch’.[481] 

Thus at the end of July 1918 the strategic situation was 
radically different from that of the early spring. The 
Germans had launched offensive after offensive that had 
damaged the Allied armies but had failed to destroy them. 
They had gained great swathes of territory in the form of 
untenable salients with large, vulnerable flanks, and taken 
enormous losses in the process. After the failure of the 
Marne offensive, the Germans had clearly lost the strategic 
initiative. The best the German high command could hope 
for was a renewal of the stalemate that had existed before 
21 March. 

For the Allies the picture was altogether brighter. They 
had weathered the storm, resisted the worst that the 
Germans could throw at them. The BEF was battered but far 
from broken, and its depleted ranks hurriedly filled by fresh 
young conscripts who blended with veterans of earlier 
Campaigns to produce a winning combination of enthusiasm 
and experience. Above all Americans troops were flooding 
across the Atlantic. By the end of September, thirty-nine US 


divisions had arrived in France, each roughly double the size 
of its French or British equivalent. At Cantigny on 28 May, 
1S¢ US Division had carried out the AEF’s first attack of the 
war. Five weeks later, on Independence Day, American 
troops were to participate in a small-scale action that 
nevertheless rates as one of the most significant of the 
entire war. 

It took 4th Australian Division only an hour and a half, on 
4 July 1918, to capture the village of Hamel, taking 1,470 
prisoners. The attackers, who, despite the reluctance of the 
American CinC, General Pershing, to sanction their use, 
included four infantry companies from US 33" Division, 
sustained losses of fewer than 1,000. By the end of July 
Fourth Army staff had drawn up a study of the battle that 
was disseminated throughout the BEF-itself testimony to 
good staff work - that highlighted the reasons for the 
success. First, the painstaking work by staff in planning the 
operation, not least the maintenance of secrecy that 
enabled the achievement of surprise. Second, the fine 
performance of the individual arms: the Australian and 
American infantry, the British tanks, and the British and 
Australian = artillerymen. Third, and perhaps’ most 
importantly, ‘the excellent cooperation between the 
machine gunners, artillery, tanks, and RAF’.[482] 

Lieutenant General Sir John Monash, who since May 1918 
had been the commander of the Australian Corps, devised 
the plan. Monash was on the face of it an unlikely figure to 
attain high command in the BEF. He was not a professional 
soldier - in peacetime he was a civil engineer - and he was 
Australian-born, of German-Jewish origin. Yet during the 
course of the Hundred Days he emerged as an outstanding 
commander who enjoyed the confidence of both Haig and 
Rawlinson. Monash believed that ‘a modern battle plan is 
like nothing so much as a score for a musical composition, 
where the various arms and units are the instruments, and 


the tasks they perform are their respective musical phrases. 
Each individual unit must make its entry precisely at the 
proper moment, and play its phrase in the general 
harmony.’[483] 

Obviously, this is an idealised vision of battle, and what 
Clausewitz described as ‘friction’ would get in the way of a 
note-perfect performance, but British operations in the 
Hundred Days did tend to follow this pattern. The bad old 
days of 1915 and 1916, of infantry and artillery fighting 
what amounted to separate battles, were long past. The 
BEF’s weapons system had reached maturity. 

The phrase ‘weapons system’ should not be taken to 
mean that the BEF had devised a foolproof ‘blueprint’ for 
victory. As we will see, things could and did go wrong. One 
key element of the weapons system was the use of heavy 
concentrations of artillery. At Hamel, the Australian Corps 
could call on 326 field guns and howitzers, and 302 heavy 
pieces, with yet more guns in support on its flanks - 
firepower took the place of manpower. In some later, more 
mobile operations, artillery was less important and a greater 
emphasis was placed on the fighting skills of the infantry. In 
others, the Hamel pattern of withholding a massive 
bombardment until the moment of the infantry assault was 
dropped in favour of longer artillery preparation. In essence, 
the BEF’s weapons system amounted to little more than 
using all available elements as part of an all-arms team: but 
that in itself was a considerable achievement. The British 
army, having initially been confused by the new conditions 
of warfare, had by July 1918 tamed the new technology and 
worked out effective ways of harnessing it. The BEF proved 
highly adaptive and innovative in mastering a Revolution in 
Military Affairs. Quite how’ successfully was to be 
demonstrated at Amiens, a little over a month after Hamel. 


Amiens 


Amiens marks a true turning point on the Western Front. 
On 8 August 1918 the Australian and Canadian Corps of 
Fourth Army attacked German positions east of the city. To 
the north, British Ill Corps acted as a flank-guard, while a 
French Corps served a similar function to the south. The 
attack was planned as an essentially limited operation, a 
larger scale version of Hamel (although Haig had pushed for 
more distant objectives during the planning stage), and it 
achieved complete surprise. The attackers advanced up to 
eight miles, the longest single advance achieved on the 
Western Front in one day. Fourth Army’s_ casualties 
amounted to 9,000 - heavy enough in terms of human 
misery but amazingly light given the magnitude of the 
military achievement. The Germans lost about 27,000 men 
(including 12,000 prisoners) and 450 guns. Impressive as 
these statistics are, they do not tell the whole story. Amiens 
was truly a watershed battle. 

The first clue to the decisiveness of the battle lies in the 
number and nature of the German losses. These losses were 
particularly significant because the loss of substantial 
numbers of prisoners and, especially, guns is usually the 
mark of a major defeat. This need not have been 
immediately terminal for the Germans - it had not proved so 
for the British on 21 March 1918 - except for one fact. 
Amiens not only struck a crushing blow against the troops of 
German Second and Eighteenth Armies: it had a similar 
impact on the morale of Erich Ludendorff. Shortly after the 
war, Ludendorff wrote that ‘August 8' was the black day of 
the German army in the history of the war. This was the 
worst experience | had to go through ... August 8" made 
things clear for both army Commands, both for the German 
and for that of the enemy.’ 


‘Having gambled recklessly and often ineptly with the 
fortunes of the German empire for two years’, Ludendorff 
decided that ‘it was suddenly time to leave the game’. 
Ludendorff had clearly suffered an enormous psychological 
shock, perhaps even a nervous breakdown. He offered his 
resignation to the Kaiser, who rejected it, while agreeing 
with Ludendorff that ‘the war must be terminated’.[484] 
Ludendorff’s collapse contrasts sharply with the ample 
mental reserves on which Haig and Foch were able to draw 
at the darkest moments of the German spring offensives. 
Although pessimism ebbed and flowed in German High 
Command for the remainder of the war, at best they 
believed that they could hold out for some sort of 
compromise peace. They recognised that an_ outright, 
crushing victory over the Allies was no longer a realistic 
possibility. Millennia ago, the Chinese strategist Sun Tzu 
emphasised the importance of deception and psychological 
warfare in achieving victory.[485] By judiciously combining 
this approach with a thoroughly Clausewitzian belief in 
applying overwhelming combat power, in August 1918 Haig 
achieved what for early twenty-first-century military leaders 
has become the glittering prize: psychological dominance 
over the enemy commander. 

How sophisticated the BEF had become by the middle of 
1918 is shown by the odyssey of the Canadian Corps. At this 
time it was the strongest and freshest formation in the BEF. 
Based around Arras, its sudden appearance on the Amiens 
front would be a clear indication to the Germans that a 
major offensive was about to take place. As a result, an 
elaborate security and deception plan was_ put into 
operation, which included two Canadian battalions being left 
in the north to simulate the presence of the entire Corps by 
the use of false radio traffic. Immediately prior to the battle, 
aircraft flying up and down the front masked the noise of 
tanks moving up to the start line. By such means, and the 
advances in artillery techniques first demonstrated at 


Cambrai, an element of surprise was achieved. The 
Australian 57% Battalion was certainly taken in. ‘A few 
officers and NCOs went to the front line to view the ground,’ 
reported an Australian infantryman. ‘The returned round- 
eyed with wonder. The woods on the right were full of 
Canadians. Canadians? We thought they were at Arras’. 
[486] More importantly, a map prepared for Crown Prince 
Rupprecht’s Army Group, dated 8 a.m. on 8 August, shows 
that Germans also believed that the Canadian Corps were 
still concentrated around Arras. Surprise was complete.[487] 

This had several important consequences.[488] The 
German positions about to be attacked were weak, held by 
understrength divisions of no more than about 4,000 
infantry, about 37,000 men in all. With no inkling that they 
were about to be attacked, there was little enthusiasm for 
speeding up the desultory strengthening of their positions, 
let alone the creation of new ones in the rear. Neither did 
the Germans reinforce this sector. The complacency of the 
German commanders rendered the psychological impact of 
the BEF’s assault all the more impressive. Above all, 
Surprise denied most of the defenders the opportunity to 
fight back in an effective fashion. The first the German 
troops knew about the attack was when, at 4.20 a.m., 
masses of infantry came into view and the world exploded 
about them. 

Out of 1,236 guns and 700,000 shells available to the BEF, 
700 artillery pieces fired 350,000 shells during the Amiens 
battle. Perhaps even more remarkable than the number 
available was the accuracy of their fire. No less than 504 out 
of 530 German guns had been identified before the attack. 
The Royal Artillery had 450 heavy guns available for 
counter-battery work, each with sufficient ammunition to 
fire four rounds every minute for four hours. The British 
gunners killed or drove off their German counterparts, 
leaving the guns to be captured by the advancing infantry. 


Deprived of artillery support, the German infantry were ata 
huge disadvantage when faced by tanks and Dominion 
infantry, largely untouched by enemy artillery fire, 
debouching from the early morning mist.[489] ‘Whenever 
we found ourselves in trouble,’ an Australian infantryman 
recorded, ‘we signalled to the tanks, and they turned 
towards the obstacle. Then punk-crash, punk-crash! 
another German post was blown to pieces.’ [490] Some of 
the defenders stood and fought and were overrun. Many did 
not. 

German problems certainly played a role in the Allied 
victory; many positions were weak and_ formations 
understrength, and the morale and tactics of many of the 
defenders were poor. The skill and high morale of the 
attacking Dominion infantry was another important factor, 
as was the overwhelming advantage in numbers. Canadian 
divisions rivalled those of the Americans in size. Whereas 
British and Australian divisions disposed of about 7,000 
infantrymen, the four Canadian formations fielded at /east 
12,000 bayonets each, giving Fourth Army an_ infantry 
strength of around 100,000 (as against 37,000 German 
troops). Other factors, such the efficiency of the BEF’s 
logistic support, and the domination of the air by the RAF 
and the French air arm (albeit at heavy cost), were also 
important.[491] However, Prior and Wilson are surely correct 
in emphasising that it was the BEF’s weapons system that 
was the battle winner: ‘the Germans, however parlous their 
circumstances, were defeated by superior firepower tactics, 
which even their best troops could not withstand.’[492] 

It is important to give credit to the BEF, and not just the 
Canadian and Australian Corps, for the effective use of this 
weapons system. Until the 1990s, writing on Amiens often 
emphasised one or other of the Dominion Corps while giving 
scant credit to other units.[493] This approach is misleading 
and ignores the nature of a weapons system. The infantry 
were important, but so were the guns, the vast majority of 


which were operated by British soldiers, as were all of the 
tanks. The Canadian and _ Australian’ infantry were 
undoubtedly elite, but as we shall see, part of the 
significance of the BEF’s way of battle lay in the fact that it 
enabled even average infantry to achieve feats that would 
have seemed miraculous only a year before. 


The First Fifty Days 


Successful tactics had unlocked the static front at Amiens 
and made the possibility of conducting mobile operations a 
reality. Ever since the onset of trench warfare in late 1914, 
operations had largely been in abeyance on the Western 
Front. Until the tactical stalemate could be broken, there 
was little possibility of achieving success on a broader scale. 
By 1918 both the Germans and the Allies had the means of 
restoring mobility to the battlefield. The question was how 
the Allies would respond to this thawing of the Western 
Front. 

In spite of the dramatic nature of the initial advance, the 
Battle of Amiens in many respects followed the pattern of 
previous battles. Like the first day of Arras, initial success 
became more difficult to exploit as impetus ran down on 
subsequent days and resistance grew stronger. The German 
offensive of March-June 1918 had exhibited the same 
characteristics. German forces had advanced much further, 
up to forty miles, but were just as unsuccessful in breaking 
clean through the enemy and destroying them. Even the 
most successful offensives, Allied and German, had done 
little more than push back the defending army, battered but 
essentially intact. For a brief time it looked as if Haig and 
Foch were going to insist that Rawlinson carry on bashing 
away at Amiens, an effort which would have undoubtedly 
suffered the fate of all previous attacks. In the end both 
men were persuaded otherwise. This time things were 
different. 

Already reeling from Amiens, on 21 August the Germans 
were faced with a major offensive slightly further north. The 
Battle of Albert (21-31 August) saw Byng’s Third Army 
attack over the old 1916 Somme battlefield. On 22 August, 
Fourth Army attacked on Byng’s right; four days later First 
Army attacked around Arras, on Byng’s left (later this action 


was designated the Battle of the Scarpe, 22-30 August). On 
the night of 26/27 August, the Germans began to pull back, 
abandoning their conquests of the spring in the Somme 
area, aiming to anchor their position on the Hindenburg 
Line. In doing so, they uncovered the flank of the German 
forces in the salient captured during the Lys fighting in April. 
Since 23 August, Birdwood’s Fifth Army had been carrying 
out relatively small-scale operations. A combination of 
British pressure and events further south had by 6 
September forced the Germans to abandon the Lys 
battlefield. 

Having caught the defenders off balance, two more blows 
ensured that Germans were unable to regain. their 
equilibrium. The River Somme might have been an excellent 
defensive position for the Germans, but the Australian Corps 
(Fourth Army) forced way across the river. On 31 August 2nd 
Australian Division stormed and captured the formidable 
Mont St. Quentin position. This was the key to the city of 
Péronne, which fell to the Australians on 1 September. Even 
by the high standards of the Australian Imperial Force, this 
was an impressive operation. Further north, on 2 September 
the other major Dominion formation, the Canadian Corps, 
broke through the Drocourt-Quéant line. With their major 
forward defensive positions now untenable, the Germans 
were forced to order another retreat, this time back to the 
Hindenburg Line. Between 12 and 26 September the British, 
following up, fought a series of actions in the outer reaches 
of this formidable defensive position. The battles of 
Havrincourt and Epéhy, as they became known, were 
essentially preliminary operations, manoeuvres to gain a 
favourable start line for a major assault on the Hindenburg 
system of defences itself. Thus by the end of September the 
Germans had been forced back to the jumping-off point for 
the March Offensive. They were back to where they had 
started. 


The BEF were, of course, not the only Allied army to take 
the offensive in this period. The French had also been 
attacking, although somewhat sluggishly - understandably 
enough, given what the French army had been through in 
previous months and years. In sharp contrast to the battle- 
weary French troops and commanders, Pershing and his 
American forces were eager to conduct their first operation 
as an independent army. This took place on 12 September 
with a successful assault against the St. Mihiel salient. The 
Americans were fortunate in that they attacked just as the 
Germans were pulling out, but it was an important victory. It 
announced that the ground forces of the United States were 
now a force to be recommend with - a message that 
brought hope to her Allies, and deepened the gloom in 
Germany. 

In the fifty days from the beginning of the Battle of 
Amiens until 26 September, Haig’s army had advanced 
about 25 miles on a front of 40 miles. In comparison with 
the tortuous progress made in offensives in early years, this 
was an impressive achievement. The success had not been 
easy. As a New Zealand officer wrote of the Somme fighting: 
‘The enemy had been indeed been retiring, but his 
movements had up till this time been conducted in a great 
measure deliberately, with marked skill and in good order. 
His rearguards had offered fight on positions carefully 
selected to give the greatest scope to well placed machine 
guns supported by field artillery. The successive lines 
occupied were independently organised and sufficiently far 
behind one another to prevent troops who had carried the 
first from overrunning the second with their initial impetus 
... The German rearguards had displayed resolution and had 
repeatedly sacrificed themselves. Fighting for time, the 
enemy had in many cases forced from us more of that 
precious asset than we were disposed to yield, and he had 
maintained unbroken a screen behind which he_ had 
withdrawn his guns and main force.’[494] 


In the first fifty days of British offensives Haig’s army had 
sustained 180,000 casualties. Judged by the callous 
arithmetic of battle, in terms of ground gained and victories 
achieved, these actions were considerably more cost- 
effective than the Somme or Passchendaele. 

Could the BEF have achieved more in the first fifty days in 
return for the high human cost? Edmonds, the British official 
historian, while recognising that Haig’s lack of operational 
reserves made it difficult to exploit success, nevertheless 
criticised the caution shown by many British commanders, 
particularly their unwillingness to push too deep into enemy 
positions for fear of presenting a flank vulnerable to 
counterattack. ‘As a whole,’ Edmonds wrote, the operations 
resembled a ‘line of advanced guards, which went on until 
the enemy resistance stiffened.’[495] This criticism, while it 
contains a grain of truth, is largely unfair. The commanders 
of 1916 can be condemned for setting their men targets 
they could not achieve. In 1918 the same men avoided 
repeating this mistake in the new situation of mobile 
offensive warfare.[496] The basic circumstances of the 
Western Front had not undergone a fundamental change. 
The German line was still intact and continuous, if only just. 
The ‘force-to-space’ ratio remained dense - that is, armies 
continued to be packed into a small area. Newer constraints 
on the BEF’s operations included political pressure to keep 
down the casualty lists, and also the knowledge that Britain 
was hard put to keep Haig’s divisions up to strength. This 
was not the time to take unnecessary risks with men’s lives. 
In any case, constant pressure, through small-scale 
operations up to divisional strength, also played an 
important role in wearing away German combat power and 
morale. 


The Birth of Operations 


Another major factor inhibiting operations in 1918 was the 
state of available technology, which simply did not allow the 
type of sustained deep penetration operations that the 
Wehrmacht and the Red Army were to carry out in the 
Second World War. The Mark V tanks of 1918 were certainly 
improvements on those of 1916, but they were still slow and 
lacked range and reliability. As in 1916, tanks were still 
essentially one-shot weapons and cavalry was the only 
credible instrument of exploitation. By the beginning of the 
Second World War, technological advances were in place 
that gave tanks and armoured cars greater reliability and 
enhanced range. Moreover, infantry and artillery could be 
mechanised to allow them to keep up with the armour. 
Twenty years of military developments made it possible to 
convert the semi-mobile warfare of the Hundred Days into 
the Blitzkrieg of Guderian and Rommel and the Deep Battle 
of Soviet generals Tukhachevsky and Zhukov. Although 
Soviet theorists of the 1920s and 1930s derided the four 
months it took the Allies to drive the Germans back 100 km, 
in the Hundred Days the BEF used methods not dissimilar to 
the Soviet principles of operations. The British operational 
method was based on experience and pragmatism rather 
than theory: but it was nonetheless highly effective. 

In the Hundred Days, then, the BEF, like the Germans in 
their offensives earlier in the year, could only mount a large- 
scale and sustained advance at the pace of a marching 
infantryman or a team of horse dragging a field gun. This 
meant that the defenders could maintain a more or less 
continuous front and were simply pushed back, not 
shattered and dispersed. Unlike the Germans, the BEF came 
to recognise the limitations imposed on them and operated 
within them, fighting on a broad front, and ‘sequencing’ a 
series of shallow battles rather than persevering with futile 


attempts to fight deep battles of penetration. What the BEF 
avoided was the temptation to push too far in one direction. 
The result was that although there was no _ single 
spectacular breakthrough followed by encirclement and 
destruction of a major German force, continuous pressure 
kept the front in motion, forcing the Germans back, never 
giving them time to catch their breath and regroup, all the 
while inflicting heavy losses in terms of men, matériel and 
morale. The German army was like a man trying to plug 
holes in a leaky dam. Every time he patched up one section 
of the dam, water would burst through somewhere else. 

As before Amiens, for the Canadian Corps’ (First Army) 
attack on the Drocourt-Quéant (D-Q) line on 2 September, 
the BEF deployed the panoply of techniques that would 
become familiar in the Second World War to deceive the 
Germans as to the venue of the attack. This, and operations 
by Third and Fourth Armies further south, diverted German 
reserves away from the crucial area. The attack itself was 
carried out on a narrow frontage with the support of no less 
than 762 guns and howitzers. In these operations 20,500 
tons of ammunition was used, more than at Amiens but in a 
shorter time. As a contemporary report commented, ‘the 
gunners may truthfully be said to have spent almost the 
entire eight days of August 26 to September 2 firing with 
one hand and hauling ammunition with the other.’[497] 
Once the infantry and artillery cracked open the German 
defences, exploitation forces were pushed through. Because 
the Canadians were employing the technology of 1918 
rather than that of 1945 the exploitation was rather shallow; 
indeed, an attempt to push armoured cars and cavalry into 
the enemy rear was not a success. Overall, however, the D- 
Q operation was, as Niall Barr contends, ‘strikingly modern’. 
[498] 

Abundance of artillery was the key to the British victories 
in second half of 1918, just as outrunning their artillery 
Support had been a primary reason for the eventual failure 


of the German offensives of the earlier part of the year. 
Unlike the Germans in the spring, the BEF was able to 
maintain the pressure because were not reliant on a 
massive artillery battering train that had to be moved up 
and down the front. Instead, the British now had sufficient 
guns to be able to rely far more on artillery integral to 
formations. 


* 


Depending so heavily on artillery made tactical sense but 
placed a huge burden on the BEF’s logisticians. During the 
attack on the Hindenburg Line, in a twenty-four hour period 
from 28-29 September 1918, British gunners fired 943,947 
shells - a record for the Western Front.[499] Sir Eric 
Geddes’s reforms on the lines of communication bore ample 
fruit in 1918. Not only were the BEF’s logistic services able 
to survive the March Retreat, they then rose to the task of 
supplying an army on the advance. Two points are 
particularly worthy of note. Unlike the German offensives, 
and for that matter some attempted Allied offensives of 
previous years, the Hundred Days operations were 
sufficiently limited in scope to be logistically sustainable. 
That did not mean that they were unambitious: rapidly 
switching the point of attack from one Army sector to 
another was no light undertaking, and neither was moving 
the Canadian Corps south for the Battle of Amiens and then 
returning it north to fight around Arras. The BEF’s operations 
were ambitious but achievable. Challenges that in 1916 
would have been beyond the capability of the BEF’s 
logisticians, and in 1917 would have posed huge problems, 
were managed in autumn 1918 with relative ease. Although 
by the Armistice the BEF’s supply lines were badly 
stretched, it was capable, after a pause for resupply, of 
continuing operations.[500] In logistics, as in tactics and so 


much else, during the Hundred Days the British army was at 
the peak of a learning curve.[501] 


The Grand Offensive 


As September 1918 neared its end the German army was 
barely holding its ground. In four days of battle at the end of 
the month a coordinated series of Allied offensives were to 
bring the Germans to the edge of defeat. Foch and Haig 
Shared the honours in planning the Grand Offensive. Foch’s 
initial vision was fairly limited, but Haig urged a more far- 
reaching attack and won him over.[502] From then on, 
Foch’s motto was ‘Jout le monde a /a bataille!’ (‘Everybody 
into battle!’) . Over four days a sequence of blows were to 
ripple along the German defences, following the by now 
familiar pattern of the BEF’s offensives. The Americans and 
the French were to attack first, on 26 September, in the 
Meuse-Argonne area. This caused an inter-Allied dispute, 
Pershing resisting Foch and Haig’s suggestion that he 
abandoned his cherished plan for an attack on the St. Mihiel 
salient and instead attack to the north-west, which would fit 
in with Haig’s vision of concentric Allied offensives. 
Eventually, the compromise was for the St. Mihiel operation 
to go ahead but then for the US forces to redeploy some 
sixty miles to attack in the Meuse-Argonne area, a decision 
which presented the AEF’s_ logisticians with = an 
administrative nightmare. British Third and First Armies 
were to be the next into action, attacking on 27 September 
in the direction of Cambrai. On the following day a newly- 
created Army Group commanded by King Albert of the 
Belgians, which included French divisions and Plumer’s 
Second Army, would begin a push in Belgium. The final blow 
would be that of Rawlinson’s Fourth Army and French First 
Army, due to begin on 29 September. 

The Meuse-Argonne offensive was a bludgeoning match 
reminiscent of the Somme in 1916 (see below). The 
Americans and French ground forward slowly - although this 
term is relative; they still gained three miles on the first day 


- ‘fixing’ and inflicting further losses on the Germans. The 
British strike on 27 September was more successful. The 
highlight was the crossing of the Canal du Nord by Currie’s 
Canadians, who once again launched a set-piece attack to 
devastating effect. Employing a heavy and sophisticated 
artillery fire plan, the infantry assaulted on a narrow front 
and on the far bank spread out like the fingers of a hand. 
Thanks to their foresight in creating a large body of sappers, 
the Canadians were uniquely well placed to cope with the 
many engineering tasks, including building bridges over the 
newly-captured canal. Currie’s plan was ‘audacious’, but it 
worked: ‘the Canal du Nord was his operational masterpiece 
... [his plan] incorporated risk and maneuver [sic].’[503] 

In Flanders, King Albert’s Army Group made spectacular 
progress on the first day of their offensive, breaking out of 
the Ypres salient in a single day and driving beyond 
Passchendaele Ridge. On the following day (29 September) 
British Second Army recaptured Messines Ridge. This was a 
psychological as well as a physical barrier: ‘It is such a 
relief,’; commented Plumer, sentiments that were no doubt 
echoed throughout his divisions.[504] Despite the initial 
success, which carried the Allies forward about nine miles, 
logistics forced the French and Belgian forces to halt to 
regroup for two weeks. Nonetheless, the Fifth Battle of Ypres 
broke the deadlock in Flanders.[505] 

Foch and Haig gave the toughest job in the Grand 
Offensive to Rawlinson’s Fourth Army. Building on_ its 
successes in the battles of Havrincourt and Epéhy, its 
objective was the Siegfried Stellung in the area of St. 
Quentin.[506] Its British name, the Hindenburg Line, was 
misleading because it was not a single position but rather 
consisted of a belt of six lines of defence, including the St. 
Quentin Canal, which was up to 35 feet wide and 50 to 60 
feet deep. This was impassable to tanks and formed a 
daunting barrier to an infantry assault. There was one area 
of potential weakness, relatively speaking, where part of the 


Canal ran through a tunnel for three and a half miles north 
of Bellicourt. Although the area was strongly defended, this 
was where the Australian Corps, reinforced by the US 27% 
and 30" Divisions, was to launch the main attack. 

After assessing the strength of the defences, Rawlinson 
and the Australian commander, Monash, opted for a 
methodical two-day artillery bombardment, surmising that it 
was hopeless to achieve surprise because it was so obvious 
where the attack would take place. The Australian-American 
attack on 29 September encountered some difficulties. 
Monash’s plan was complicated and the Germans fought 
well. The defenders were aided by the strength of their 
defensive positions, and were particularly effective in anti- 
tank work. The US 27* Division, fearing that some of its 
men from a previous attack were still alive in No Man’s 
Land, denied themselves a creeping barrage for the first 
part of their assault. The results were predictable. An after- 
action report by an American unit of 27*" Division concluded 
that: ‘It is agreed by all observers that this great distance 
[1,000 yards] between troops and barrage was in a large 
measure responsible for the severe punishment received by 
our first waves, this because there were many enemy 
machine gun nests and outposts in the dead space between 
our troops and barrage. Also because enemy opposition had 
too much time to reorganize after the passing of the 
barrage.’[507] 

The Americans had been set a very difficult task and, like 
the BEF two years earlier in much the same area, paid the 
bitter price of inexperience. By the end of the day, the 
Australian-American assault had achieved only partial 
success.[508] 

It was a very different story further south. The commander 
of IX Corps, Lieutenant General Sir Walter Braithwaite, 
carried out in his Bellenglise sector a very different type of 
operation. He relied on the Amiens method of a surprise 


bombardment, to be followed by an infantry assault, by 46th 
(North Midland) Division, straight across the canal. The 
attack frontage of the infantry was only 3,000 yards, yet 
216 heavy guns were concentrated in support, ‘more’, as 
Jackson Hughes has recently commented, ‘than were used 
along the entire 13 miles of frontage of the Somme assault 
of [1 July] 1916’. It was not, however, simply a matter of 
having more guns, but of using them in a sophisticated 
fashion. The combination of surprise, good intelligence 
(thanks in part to captured documents), accurate and heavy 
bombardment, and effective infantry tactics carried 137 
Brigade across the canal. The Staffordshire infantry stormed 
a bridge at Riqueval before the German pioneers could blow 
it up. Others crossed the water using life belts from Channel 
steamers. 137 Brigade’s action broke the deadlock on the 
Australian Corps front by outflanking the German defences. 

46th (North Midland) Division was a Territorial formation 
with a patchy combat record. It had done spectacularly 
badly on the First Day on the Somme, and even in 
September 1918 it was not an obviously ‘elite’ formation. It 
was, however, a thoroughly competent outfit, which speaks 
volumes about the quality of even the average divisions of 
the BEF in 1918. The Territorials’ feat of breaking the 
Hindenburg Line also says a great deal about the 
effectiveness of the BEF’s weapons system against defences 
far stronger than those at Amiens, and the failure of the 
Australian-American attack is testimony to what happened 
when infantry, no matter how brave or skilful, were deprived 
of effective artillery support. 

The net results of the Grand Offensive were impressive. 
The sequence of attacks across the Western Front made it 
impossible for the defenders to respond, as so often had 
happened in the past, by moving divisions to plug a breach 
in the line: all were already committed. Instead, Fourth 
Army’s success (the final outwork of the Hindenburg Line 


fell to Rawlinson on 4 October) triggered a German retreat 
on almost the entire British front. Third, First and Fifth 
Armies as well as Fourth benefiting from this admission of 
defeat by the Germans. The BEF had at long last broken free 
of the battlefields of 1915-17 and had entered open country. 
As after Amiens, the German defeats had a traumatic effect 
on Ludendorff. On 28 September (that is, even before Fourth 
Army’s success) he heard that German’s ally Bulgaria was 
suing for peace. This news, added to that from the Western 
Front, shattered his confidence in victory, and he informed 
Hindenburg that Germany must ask for an armistice.[509] 
Like Amiens, the Grand Offensive was a psychological as 
well as a physical victory. 


Enter the Americans 


The American and British armies shared a common 
strategic heritage. Before the First World War, both were 
essentially colonial gendarmeries. Whereas the _ British 
experience was of Africa and India, Americans learned to 
soldier on the Western frontier and latterly in places such as 
the Philippines, Cuba and Central America. Just within living 
memory, the US army had had fought in a very large war 
indeed - their own Civil War - but after 1865 the huge 
armies had been dismantled and the experience of fighting 
large-scale conventional war had been pretty much 
forgotten. John J. Pershing was as experienced as any 
American soldier in 1917, but his background was in small 
wars and what today would be referred to as counter- 
insurgency. In the 1890s he had fought against the ‘Ghost 
Dance’ uprising, the last major rebellion of Native 
Americans, and in 1898 he had a taste of more conventional 
operations in Cuba during the Spanish-American War. 
Pershing’s last major assignment before being appointed to 
command the American Expeditionary Forces (AEF) was 
taking 11,000 men - the largest force he had ever led - in 
pursuit of Pancho Villa, a Mexican bandit. Like the previous 
experience of his’ British counterparts, this was of 
questionable value as preparation for command of a mass 
army on the Western Front. 

Pershing was unimpressed by the tactical methods of his 
British and French allies, which he believed had led to a 
diminution of their spirit of aggression, with trench fighting 
leading to the possession of ground becoming the main 
focus of attacks. ‘Black Jack’ was convinced that this had 
caused some commanders to forget that ‘the real objective 
was the enemy’s army’, and ‘to bring about a decision, that 
army must be driven from the trenches and the fighting 
carried into the open’. Furthermore, Pershing believed that 


trench warfare could be broken: It is here that the 
infantryman with his rifle, supported by the machine guns, 
the tanks, the artillery, the airplanes and all auxiliary arms, 
determines the issue. Through adherence to this principle, 
the American soldier, taught how to shoot, how to take 
advantage of the terrain, and how to rely on _ hasty 
entrenchment, shall retain the ability to drive the enemy 
from his trenches and by the same tactics, defeat him in the 
open.[510] 

The order in which Pershing lists the elements of the 
battle is interesting. Many European commanders of 1914- 
15 would have agreed with Pershing’s views, but they had 
failed dismally to translate desire into fulfilment. The bloody 
battles of subsequent years had taught the British and 
French the severe limitations of the infantryman and they 
had moved towards the integrated all-arms approach. 
Pershing’s tactical ideas were a throwback to a discredited 
way of fighting, compounded by a lack of appropriate 
training. Liddell Hart commented that Pershing ‘thought that 
he was spreading a new gospel of faith when it was actually 
an old faith exploded ...’[511] 

The results were disastrous for the AEF. The parallels 
between the American offensives of 1918 with the BEF on 
the Somme are unmistakable. In both cases enthusiastic 
citizen soldiers launched clumsy, frontal assaults; in both 
cases the inexperience of commanders and staffs was all 
too evident. General von Unruh, the chief of staff of German 
IV Reserve Corps noted that at Chateau Thierry and Belleau 
Wood in June 1918 he saw ‘young regiments coming on in 
masses, exactly the same as earlier in the war | had seen 
the Russians advance’ - although he was impressed by the 
‘volume of fire’ produced by American artillery.[512] William 
A. Francis of the 5 US Marines took part in one of those 
attacks, and left a graphic account of an attack at Chateau 
Thierry in June 1918, which could have been written by a 


member of Kitchener’s Army on the Somme two years 
earlier: We had a wonderful [creeping] barrage from our 
artillery, which was falling only a few yards in front of us, all 
the time we were advancing ... After we made it to the top 
of the hill the Germans opened up with their machine guns, 
hand and rifle grenades and trench mortars. Just then we all 
seemed to go crazy for we gave a yell like a bunch of wild 
indians and started down the hill running and cursing in the 
face of the machine gun fire. Men were falling on every side, 
but we kept going, yelling and firing as we went. How any of 
us got through the murderous machine gun fire the 
Germans were putting up | will never be able to figure out ... 
On this little hill were at least eight hundred dead men and 
several hundred wounded. [513] 

Some American divisions were of high quality, the 2, a 
joint Army-Marine formation, and the 32° and 424 
(Rainbow) divisions of National Guardsmen among them. 
[514] Generally, though, the AEF’s allies and enemies were 
critical of American tactical performance, as indeed were 
some of the AEF’s own reports. A German assessment of the 
Meuse-Argonne offensive stated bluntly that ‘The American 
Infantry is very unskilful in the attack. It attacks in thick 
columns, in numerous waves echeloned in depth, preceded 
by tanks. This sort of attack offers excellent objectives for 
the fire of our artillery infantry and machine guns.’[515] 
Ironically, given Pershing’s obsession with the rifle, German 
reports indicate that some Americans taken prisoner had 
only the scantiest of training with their primary weapon, an 
assessment confirmed by the AEF’s own reports.[516] 

Many of the AEF’s tactical problems can be put down to 
sheer inexperience. In their attack on the Hindenburg Line 
while operating as part of British Fourth Army, US 108* 
Infantry Regiment neglected mopping up operations, with 
the result that German machine gunners bypassed by the 
initial waves were able to fire on American stretcher 


bearers.[517] This is the sort of mistake that the BEF had 
learned not to make as a result of the Somme, and no doubt 
many of AEF’s errors would have been corrected in time for 
the spring campaign of 1919, had it occurred. Likewise, the 
weakness in battlefield leadership and staff work would no 
doubt have been rectified by experience. Nevertheless, 
Pershing was culpable in two respects: in his tactical 
doctrine and in his reluctance to allow comprehensive 
‘amalgamation’. The latter was the idea of allowing US units 
and formations to serve under British or French command. 
Pershing, determined to command an American army in the 
field, fiercely resisted this proposal, fearing that the AEF 
would simply be used as piecemeal reinforcements for 
Pétain and Haig. From the perspective of the long-term 
national interest of the United States, Pershing was 
undoubtedly correct, but his reluctance to accept temporary 
amalgamation, to allow American units to take advantage of 
the experience of the Allies, was a mistake that may have 
cost American soldiers their lives. The AEF did not need to 
work out the details of flash spotting and sound ranging, for 
instance; the British and Canadians showed them how to do 
it.[518] Yet Pershing distrusted the advice given by French 
and British instructors, whom he regarded as peddlers of 
trench warfare dogma, and refused to accept more help in 
training from those quarters.[519] 

Up to a point, Pershing was justified in wishing to 
concentrate on open warfare rather than trench fighting. His 
mistake was ignoring the careful battle techniques that had 
evolved by 1918. A US Marine Corps report of 1918 
suggests that the British espousal of ‘the system of limited 
objectives’ was through weakness; it ‘appears,’ the report 
concluded, ‘to have been due to the inability of the staff to 
keep pace with advance of their most aggressive troops in 
the battles of 1916 and 1917.’[520] Even after the war, 
Pershing remained convinced that limited, ‘bite-and-hold’ 
offensives had led to stalemate and that a return to 


unlimited offensives decided the war.[521] As this book 
suggests, the opposite was in fact the case. 

American historians have been scathing of Pershing’s 
methods. Paul F. Braim goes as far to say that ‘In the main 
there weren’t any tactics employed. Committing hundreds 
of thousands of infantrymen in a narrow zone directly 
against heavily fortified and defended positions guaranteed 
high casualties and small gains.’[522] James J. Cooke rejects 
Pershing’s criticism of the training of American infantry, 
instead pointing to the difficulties of frontal assaults against 
positions held by resolute defenders. These are criticisms 
familiar to anyone who has studied the British army on the 
Somme in 1916. By the Armistice in November 1918, the 
AEF was dangerously close to played out.[523] Its logistic 
system was groaning under the strain, and it had taken 
250,000 casualties on the battlefield. At the same time, 
though, the AEF was beginning to show _ distinct 
improvements. The appointment in October of General 
Hunter Liggett to command US First Army was a key 
moment. Liggett was a methodical commander, a sort of 
American Plumer to Pershing’s Haig, whose hallmark was 
careful staff work and attention to detail. In short, he was a 
general who did not try to make his troops run before they 
could walk.[524] 

Pershing set up a series of training schools in France that, 
given time, would have produced and staff officers in the 
numbers needed for a mass army. In the short term, this 
actually handicapped the AEF, as men at the schools were 
unavailable for their divisions: one course whisked key staff 
officers away from their formations just before the Meuse- 
Argonne battle. Nonetheless, if the war had continued into 
1919, as nearly everyone expected it would, this scheme 
would have paid dividends.[525] 


The Final Weeks 


Although even at this late stage some German units 
fought well, in the final weeks of the war the Allies kept up 
their relentless pressure on the German army. Cambrai fell 
to First and Third Army on 9 October. On 14 October King 
Albert’s Army Group recommenced operations in Flanders, 
while many miles to the south the French and Americans 
renewed the Meuse-Argonne offensive. Fourth Army - now 
without the Australians, who had been withdrawn from the 
line after an action on 5 October, but including two US 
divisions - won a major victory on the River Selle on 17 
October. The capture of a landmark of 1914 - the town of Le 
Cateau, occupied by 66" Division - went virtually unnoticed. 
In Flanders, Plumer’s Second Army crossed the Lys on 19 
October, and Fifth and Third Armies were also advancing. 
Across the BEF’s entire front progress in October was steady 
rather than spectacular and bought at high cost. Haig’s 
forces advanced about 20 miles, for the loss of 120,000 
casualties. For all that, the Germans were incapable of 
halting the BEF’s remorseless advance. 

By a quirk of fate, while the campaign of the Hundred 
Days is almost totally forgotten by the modern British 
public, the last major battle on 4 November 1918 is 
relatively well-known. This is entirely due to the death in 
this action of one particular junior officer, the war poet 
Lieutenant Wilfred Owen of 2" Manchesters. Coming so 
close to the end of the war, Owen’s death seems peculiarly 
tragic. His parents received the telegram that announced 
his death on 11 November, at the very moment when 
church bells were ringing to mark the end of the war.[526] It 
is easy, and understandable, to brand the deaths of Owen 
and the other men killed in the last week of the war as 
‘futile’, but this view is nonetheless wrong. Even on the 
morning of 4 November the German leaders were hoping to 


save something from the chaos around them. As Niall Barr 
has shown, the British victory at the Battle of the Sambre on 
that day finally dispelled any remaining illusions the German 
leadership may have held. They decided that the war had to 
be terminated immediately: the German army could hold on 
longer.[527] In reality, the Germans had lost the war well 
before the Sambre battle, but in the first week of November 
bad news came thick and fast. On the first, Liggett’s 
American First Army broke the Meuse-Argonne deadlock and 
two days later were astride the Lille-Metz railway line, 
heading for Sedan. Valenciennes fell to the Canadians on 
the following day, and on 3 November Austria-Hungary 
made peace. The Turks had dropped out of the war at the 
end of October. For the Battle of the Sambre on 4 November 
Haig used Third, First and Fourth Armies, which won their 
final major victories. German morale noticeably deteriorated 
during the Hundred Days but to the end, some German units 
put up fierce resistance. For all that, the outcome was not in 
doubt. At 11 a.m. on 11 November 1918 the Armistice came 
into effect. The German army had been defeated on the 
field of battle and the war was over. 


Conclusion 


After the breaking of the Hindenburg Line, the analogy of 
jazz is sometimes more appropriate than Monash’s 
comparison of military operations to a musical score. In its 
last major attack on 15-18 October, 30 Division crossed 
the River Lys in a masterpiece of improvisation. It brought 
pontoons forward under the cover of darkness and built a 
bridge under enemy fire; getting a battalion across ‘on 
duckboard rafts, Boche “floats,” old doors, and anything 
else that would float’.[528] In the crossing of the Sambre- 
Oise canal on 4 November, Braithwaite’s IX Corps employed 
similar methods - and endured some very tough fighting. 
Also on that day the New Zealand Division captured the 
ancient walled fortress town of Le Quesnoy by a mixture of 
bluff, diplomacy, and an assault employing an appropriately 
antiquated method, a scaling ladder. 

Keeping in touch with a beaten and retreating enemy 
presented a major challenge for the BEF. Haig in September 
asked London for ‘yeomanry, cyclists, motor-machine guns. 
Motor lorries, etc. In fact anything to add to our mobility.’ 
The popular idea that Haig had a mass of cavalry at its 
disposal was never less true than in the Hundred Days. On 1 
September 1918 the Cavalry Corps amounted to 14,000 
men, the equivalent to perhaps the bayonet strength of two 
infantry divisions, of which Haig had about 60. The official 
history noted that ‘the absence of mounted troops was 
severely felt’. Cavalry units did invaluable work attached by 
squadron and troops to infantry formations. Their role was 
not in boot-to-boot Napoleonic style massed charges, but 
reconnaissance and harrying the retreating Germans.[529] 
Units in France improvised all-arms mobile columns. 
Brigades in | Corps in early October formed advance guards 
that included a section of cavalry, some artillery, and a 
company of machine gunners.[530] 


Under these new conditions of warfare the weapons 
system that had served the BEF so well sometimes became 
less relevant. Staff officers had less time to develop 
complicated fireplans, but were able to cope nonetheless: a 
mark of the improvement in staff work by the last two 
months of the war. Indeed, the rapid adjustment of all parts 
of the BEF to offensive open warfare was impressive. The 
fluid nature of the fighting often did not lend itself to the 
massive bombardments such as had broken the Hindenburg 
Line. Given the crumbling of German morale, resistance 
often consisted of a handful of isolated machine gun posts, 
which would ‘shoot and scoot’, or fire and then pull back. In 
any case, sometimes the battle moved too fast for the 
heavy artillery to keep up and much depended on the 
fighting skills of the infantry and field artillery.[531] British 
infantry tactics in the Hundred Days were simple but 
effective and the average infantryman was more than 
capable of carrying them out. On the eve of their 
participation in the Grand Offensive, the commander of a 
brigade in 9 (Scottish) Division issued some advice that 
encapsulated much of the tactical wisdom of the Hundred 
Days: Keep as close as you can to 18pdrs (pipsqueak) 
barrage. Its their, [sic] so don’t go into it. Never mind your 
dressing. 

Reply at once to any enemy small arm [sic] fire. Fire at 
once at any enemy you see in range - slowly and accurately 
from the quickest position, lying, standing or kneeling. 

Don’t crowd, the loose order will save you casualties if you 
use your wits. 

Watch your flanks and draw them back if necessary. 

If held up reply steadily to the fire whilst your comrades 
get round. 

If necessary help your comrades on flank by cross fire. 

Surround pillboxes and Machine Guns. They can only fire 
one or two ways. 


Don’t have more than about 100x [yards] between 
sections. Don’t scatter from your sections, file is best for 
advancing, a few paces interval for firing. 

Push steadily forward in your little groups, using slow 
covering fire where necessary, and stick roughly to your 
own line of ADVANCE.[532] 

Combined with support from other arms, these were 
battle-, and, indeed, war-winning tactics. 

One of the clearest statements of the reality of the tactical 
learning curve comes from the memoirs of D.V. Kelly, a 
Somme veteran who in 1918 was serving as a captain in 6t 
Leicesters, a battalion of 21%t Division. His comments on the 
successful assault on Beaulencourt on 1 September 1918 
are worth quoting at length: ‘[This attack] gave a striking 
proof of the enormous advance made by the new British 
Army in the technique of warfare, for it was a small 
masterpiece achieved with one tenth of the casualties it 
would assuredly have cost us in 1916. The long western- 
front of the village, which appeared the main line of 
approach, was defended by numerous well-concealed pits 
for riflemen and machine guns, and had we been attacking 
in the 1916 method the course of events would probably 
have been as follows. A tremendous artillery bombardment, 
perhaps for two days, would have annihilated the village 
and churned up the ground, and at zero hour our troops 
would have advanced in waves across the belt of land 
commanded by the various posts, who, as our barrage 
passed on behind them, would have opened a murderous 
direct fire on them and taken a enormous toll of casualties. 
Very possibly we should never have reached the village, but 
consolidated a line of shellholes a few hundred yards 
beyond the starting-point, from which a fresh attack would 
have been delivered perhaps several days later.’ 

By September, 1918, however we had acquired an 
improved technique. The Western side of the village was left 


severely alone, and the attack was arranged for the 
northern end of the village, a procedure which involved in 
itself a movement and assembly by night that would have 
been difficult for inexperienced officers. The artillery fired 
numerous periodic ‘crashes’, and their support at zero was 
arranged to appear merely a repetition of one of these and 
did not specially indicate the time or direction of the attack. 
Under cover of complete darkness the village was rushed 
and the defences taken in the rear, the whole affair being a 
complete surprise ... It is very important to remember that 
the artillery had improved their technique just as had the 
Staffs and the infantry: in 1916 one could hardly have relied 
on the accuracy and exact synchronization, which one had 
now learned to expect, required for such an operation.[533] 

Kelly’s comments can be allowed to speak for themselves. 

Cooperation between the various arms was the key to the 
BEF’s victories in 1918, as it has tended to be throughout 
history. Haig and GHQ has been criticised for returning at 
the end of August 1918 to ‘semi-traditional’ methods of 
warfare, based on infantry and artillery, rather than making 
the most of the tanks, which while not war-winners in 
themselves, might have economised on casualties.[534] 
This view sits uneasily with the enthusiasm evinced by Haig 
and other senior officers for technologically advanced 
equipment, including aeroplanes and, crucially, artillery, 
which in 1918 represented an altogether higher level of 
military technological sophistication than the tank. It is true 
that tanks were not again employed on the scale of Amiens, 
but they were used when they were available, sometimes in 
large numbers. The key words here are ‘when they were 
available’. The wear and tear on both the machines and 
their crews militated against their use in sustained 
operations. After Amiens, Allied strategy rested on 
constantly pushing against the Germans, giving them no 
time to rest or regroup. It would have made no sense to 
slow the tempo of operations to give tanks time to catch up 


with the advancing infantry and guns.[535] In short, the 
importance of tanks in 1918 should not be overrated. 

How much credit can Douglas Haig and other senior 
commanders claim for the victory? Was it the case, as the 
popular interpretation goes, that the BEF won despite its 
commander in chief? Command was certainly decentralised 
during the Hundred Days. Travers sees this as the result of 
the collapse of GHQ’s control of the action during the spring 
battles, and commanders from Army level downwards filled 
the vacuum.[536] It is true that Haig did take something of 
a backseat during 1918, but this was in large part because 
of the emergence of more experienced and capable 
subordinates. With less to do, he was a more effective 
commander. Haig was able to fight the type of ‘hands-off’ 
battle to which he had aspired in previous years, although 
on occasions he still interfered unduly.[537] Haig’s 
confidence in the imminence of victory wavered at various 
times in the Hundred Days between optimism and relative 
pessimism, but his drive and determination to finish the war 
before Christmas were of vital importance. This is not to 
deny the importance of other individuals - especially Foch, 
the Allied Supreme Commander - but Haig deserves at least 
some of the victor’s laurels. As Peter Simkins has pointed 
out, if he and other generals deserves the blame for the 
disasters of earlier years of the war, they also deserve the 
credit for the victory of 1918. [538] 


* 


The role of the AEF in the defeat of the Kaiser’s Germany 
was impressive. To build a huge army from scratch and put 
it into the field within two years was a£_ significant 
achievement. The crisis of 1918 forced the US to bring 
across troops and put them into battle before they were 
fully trained - just as the circumstances of 1915-16 had 
compelled the British to commit Kitchener’s Armies. In 


March 1918 the Allies had fewer troops on the Western front 
than the Germans, but by the summer, thanks to the arrival 
of American forces, the Allies had the numerical advantage, 
which stood at some 37 per cent in October 1918.[539] The 
victories at St. Mihiel and Meuse-Argonne fell short of 
knockout blows but were nonetheless important, as the 
capture of 43,000 prisoners and 1,421 guns by the AEF 
indicates. 

In the end the most significant contribution of the AEF 
might have been psychological. Senior German officers 
remained sceptical about the combat effectiveness of the 
AEF until the end of the war, but the apparently 
inexhaustible resources of the Americans, brought into the 
field earlier than the Germans anticipated, was an important 
factor in forcing the realisation that the war was lost.[540] 
These fears were echoed much further down the command 
chain. The diary of Rudolf Binding, a German officer, gives 
some clues as to the impact of the arrival of the Americans 
on the German belief in ultimate victory. On 22 April 1918, 
while noting that the German offensive was halted, he 
mentioned that ‘the threat of an American Army gathers like 
a thunder-cloud in the rear of our other enemies.’ By 12 July, 
Binding still saw a chance of victory if the Germans could 
arrive at the coast ‘before the Americans reach land’. A 
couple of weeks later, on 25 July, his hope had gone: ‘The 
American Army is there - a million strong. That is too 
much.’[541] Many other ordinary Germany soldiers felt the 
Same way. America’s decisive offensive was won in the 
minds of its enemies. 

On the day that the Armistice was signed, 11 November 
1918, General Sir Henry Horne, commander of First Army, 
wrote: ‘Now the mighty German nation is completely 
humbled and the great German army, which regarded itself 
as the most powerful fighting machine in the world, is in 
retreat to its own frontiers, broken and defeated!’[542] 


The victory of 1918 was a coalition effort, and although 
this book has concentrated on the efforts of the Anglo- 
American armies, the contributions of the French and 
Belgians and other allies should not be forgotten. The 
burden of fighting the German army fell mainly to the 
French and Russians in the first two and half years of the 
war, but in 1917-18 it was the turn of the BEF. Between 
them, the French, Americans and Belgians took 196,700 
prisoners and 3,775 guns between 18 July 1918 and the end 
of the war.. With a smaller army than the French, Haig’s 
forces captured 188,700 prisoners and 2,840 guns in the 
same period.[543] This was, by far, the greatest military 
victory in British history. 


Chapter 10: The Aftermath and the 
Consequences 


The First World War was the key event of the twentieth 
century, from which everything else flowed. The way the 
war ended and its immediate aftermath is as controversial 
as the war itself. This final chapter examines the end of the 
war and the Peace that followed, before looking at the place 
of the war in the development of modern warfare and the 
history of the twentieth century. 


The End of Imperial Germany 


‘Britain and France did not defeat us on the battlefield. 
That was a great lie.’[544] When Adolf Hitler made this 
claim, in a speech on 8 November 1939, he was returning to 
a theme that had served the Nazis well since the foundation 
of the Party. Hitler was not the author of the assertion that 
the undefeated German army had been stabbed in the back 
by traitorous elements on the home front. It had its origins 
in the last days of Imperial Germany. The German generals 
might have failed dismally in their attempt to defeat the 
Allies, but they were highly successful in shifting the blame 
for their defeat away from the army. At the beginning of the 
Second World War, it was seen as worthwhile for a 
prominent British military historian to write a pamphlet to 
counter the myth that the German army had not been 
defeated in the field in 1918. Even today the notion crops 
now and again. 

The longevity of the stab-in-the-back myth is testimony to 
the success of the ‘great lie’ - not the Anglo-French one to 
which Hitler referred, which was in fact not a lie at all - but 
to the one that Hitler himself propagated. As lan Kershaw 
has stated in his masterly biography of Hitler: ‘In reality, of 
course, there had been no treachery, no-stab-in-the-back. 
This was a pure invention of the Right ... Unrest at home 
was a consequence, not a cause, of military failure.’[545] 

The genesis of the stab-in-the-back myth can perhaps be 
traced back to 1 October 1918.[546] At a meeting of 
German army high command Ludendorff candidly admitted 
that the war was lost, and that ‘an unavoidable and 
conclusive defeat’ beckoned. The Chancellor having 
resigned, Ludendorff had advised the Kaiser to ‘bring ... into 
the government [those Social Democrats and Liberals] 
whom we can mainly thank that we have come to this ... 
They should make the peace that must now be made. They 


made their bed, now they must lie in it!’[547] Ludendorff’s 
instructions came to pass. The liberally-inclined Prince Max 
of Baden became Chancellor on 3 October and two days 
later asked President Wilson to bring about a peace founded 
on the Fourteen Points, which in the face of military defeat 
suddenly possessed virtues that had previously gone 
unnoticed by the German leadership. On 28 October the 
Imperial Constitution was altered in such a way that 
Germany became something close to a_ constitutional 
monarchy on the British pattern. But this was building 
Sandcastles to resist a high tide. Hindenburg, having 
belatedly discovered that Wilson had no intention of dealing 
with the existing regime in Berlin, tried to sabotage Prince 
Max’s attempt to bring about peace. Ludendorff himself fled 
to Sweden on 26 October and was replaced by General 
Wilhelm Groener, who rapidly and accurately assessed the 
state of the German army as parlous. Modern historians 
have referred to soldiers taking a form of ‘strike action’, 
which fed into the outbreak of revolution.[548] The Imperial 
navy, which had contributed so mightily to the tensions that 
led to war, had one final part to play. Admirals Scheer and 
von Hipper ordered the High Seas Fleet to carry out one last 
mission in to the North Sea. For the sailors, this was the last 
straw. Mutiny broke out on 29 October. 

German high command was located at Spa, in Belgium. 
Here, on 9 November 1918, was played out one of the last 
acts of the reign of Wilhelm Il, Kaiser of Germany and King 
of Prussia. After consultations with generals on the reliability 
of their troops, Groener was forced to confront Wilhelm with 
the truth that the ‘All Highest’ still refused to face: ‘Sire, you 
no longer have an army. The army will march home in peace 
and order under its leaders and commanding generals, but 
not under the command of Your Majesty, for it no longer 
stands behind Your Majesty.’[549] 

Events in Berlin complemented those in Spa. The same 
day, with Germany in revolution, Prince Max resigned the 


Chancellorship in favour of a moderate Social Democrat, 
Friedrich Ebert. The German Republic, also proclaimed on 9 
November 1918, survived the months of revolution with the 
aid of an alliance between the army and the new political 
leadership. ‘After half a century in opposition to and 
excluded from all imperial agencies of power, the Social 
Democrats were asked to pick up the pieces.’[550] It was to 
prove a difficult legacy. 

A Carthaginian Peace? 

The Peace that ended the German war of 1914-18 is one 
of the most vilified treaties in history. It is widely seen as a 
harsh, ‘Carthaginian’ Peace that simply stored up 
resentment and made a German bid to reverse it - and 
hence the Second World War - inevitable.[551] A mirror 
image of this view Is that the peace was far too lenient, that 
Germany escaped relatively lightly from the war. | take a 
middle position: that the Peace was insufficiently harsh to 
crush Germany and thus ensure that it would no longer be 
in a position to menace its neighbours, but neither was it 
moderate enough to _  conciliate the Germans. The 
peacemakers of 1919 thus opted for the worst of all worlds. 
Four hundred years earlier, Machiavelli had wisely advised 
that defeated enemies ‘must be either pampered or 
crushed’.[552] The Treaty of Versailles did neither. It 
inflicted humiliations on Germany but did not cripple it. 
Furthermore, by signing an unpopular peace, the new 
republic in Germany was tainted almost from its birth and 
thus the chances of democracy taking root in Germany were 
significantly undermined. Twenty years later Germany re- 
emerged as a threat, hungry for revenge. It is easy to 
portray the Allies as having won the war but lost the peace. 
The victorious Allies did not make the same mistake in 
1945, when a defeated, occupied and partitioned Germany 
had fresh political and social structures imposed on it. 

One of the major problems that faced the peacemakers in 
Paris was the unwillingness of Germany to accept the reality 


of military defeat. Fed on a diet of victory in early 1918, and 
shielded from the events on the front line until the very last 
minute, many Germans refused to come to terms with what 
had happened to them. The Allies unwittingly aided this 
collective self-denial by granting Armistice terms that 
allowed German troops to march home rather than insisting 
on their surrender. This seemed to compensate for other 
tokens of defeat - evacuation of captured territory, 
Surrender of war goods, occupation of the Rhineland by 
Allied troops. German soldiers returned to streets bedecked 
with flowers and flags, to be greeted as victors. The new 
Chancellor, Friedrich Ebert, proclaimed in December 1918 
that troops were returning without having been defeated. 
[553] 

Some Allied commanders, Pershing among them, were in 
favour of fighting on in November 1918 until the Germans 
agreed to unconditional surrender. Others, including Haig 
favoured more moderate terms. So did Henry Wilson and 
politicians such as Lloyd George, who underestimated the 
extent of the crisis afflicting the German army and state. Sir 
Eric Geddes, by now First Lord of the Admiralty, wrote on 12 
November ‘Had we known how bad things were in Germany, 
we might have got stiffer terms; however, it is easy to be 
wise after the event.’[554] Even if ‘stiffer terms’ had fallen 
Short of unconditional surrender, they might have included 
occupation of German territory on the east bank of the 
Rhine. The west bank was occupied, and as a consequence 
Rhinelanders lived with the visible evidence of defeat - 
British, French and American troops on German soil. The 
temporary incarceration of the German army, and Allied 
victory parades in Berlin, Munich and other major cities 
would undoubtedly have forced the German people as a 
whole to face the actuality of defeat. In the absence of such 
reminders of the Allied victory, the stab-in-the-back myth 
flourished and Adolf Hitler was the eventual beneficiary. 


Given the ‘dreamland’ inhabited by the German delegates 
to Versailles and the German people alike, it is not 
Surprising that the eventual terms came as a body blow. 
[555] In truth, the terms were not unduly severe. After 
beginning, fighting and losing a total world war Germany 
was deprived of about 13.5 per cent of its territory, about 
27,000 square miles, which went principally to the 
reconstituted Polish state and to France, in the shape of 
Alsace-Lorraine. Along with this territory went approximately 
7 million people and 13.5 per cent of Germany’s economic 
productivity. In addition Germany had to pay £6,000 million 
in reparations; her overseas colonies were forfeited; and 
restrictions were placed on her armed forces - the army was 
limited to 100,000 men, there were to be no tanks, no 
Submarines, no aircraft.[556] Compared to the treatment 
that Germany had meted out to defeated Russia in 1918 at 
the Peace of Brest-Litovsk the terms seem almost moderate. 
They bear no comparison with what happened to Germany 
in 1945. 

The same self-delusion enabled some Germans to cling to 
the belief that Wilson’s Fourteen Points would spare them 
from the wrath of the Allies. Some of the new German 
leadership, Matthias Erzberger of the Centre Party for one, 
had genuinely supported the Fourteen Points for some time, 
but the deathbed conversion of the Imperial German elite to 
Wilsonian idealism had fooled few on the Allied side. Later, 
Germans were able to claim that Germany had been 
‘cheated’, that it had accepted an armistice on the basis of 
the Fourteen Points and a lenient peace, but the subsequent 
peace had not been moderate.[557] Such claims were 
disingenuous in the extreme. The _ Fourteen Points 
underpinned the policy of the United States but not that of 
France and Britain. Ever since their announcement the 
British and French had been sceptical, and bitterness 
followed when London and Paris were excluded from the 
bilateral exchanges between Berlin and Washington in 


October 1918. On 13 October the British CIGS Henry Wilson 
noted that his American namesake ‘must make it clear to 
the Boches that his 14 points (with which we do not agree) 
were not a basis for an armistice, which is what the Boches 
pretend they are ... Everyone angry and contemptuous of 
Wilson.’[558] In the short term, Britain and France, backed 
into a corner, were forced to go along with Wilson’s view. 
Nevertheless, Germans were soon to discover that their 
leaders’ belated espousal of the Fourteen Points had not 
handed them a ‘get out of jail free’ card that absolved them 
from any responsibility for the events of the previous four 
years. The reality, as German historian Klaus Schwabe has 
recently written, was that Germany had lost the war and 
thus had to pay the price of a Peace imposed by the victors. 
[559] 

From a distance of eighty years it is possible to make a 
good case that the ‘Big Three’ - Lloyd George, Wilson and 
the French leader Clemenceau - should have willingly 
granted the mildest of terms to Germany. This would have 
given the infant German republic the best of all Christening 
presents and would have laid the ground for reconciliation. 
Regrettably, the circumstances of 1918-19 militated against 
such an enlightened approach. At the end of a long, bitter 
war public opinion in the victorious states was crying out for 
revenge and security. A combination of primal desire for 
retribution and concerns about future security made a 
thoroughly high-minded Peace all but impossible to achieve. 

That the peace was not high-minded was a central theme 
of an immensely influential book, published in December 
1919, by the British economist John Maynard Keynes. As a 
Treasury official, Keynes had been present at the peace 
discussions, and he asserted that Germany was unable to 
meet the reparations payments demanded by the Allies, 
and that French plans to enhance their security by keeping 
Germany weak were counterproductive. British and French 
politicians Keynes claimed, ‘run the risk of completing the 


ruin, which Germany began, by a Peace which ... must 
impair yet further ... the delicate, complicated organisation 
... through which alone the European peoples can employ 
themselves and live.’[560] Keynes’s book The Economic 
Consequences of the Peace helped to undermine the validity 
of the Versailles settlement almost before the ink on the 
treaty was dry. 

Feelings of guilt among the Anglo-American liberal elite at 
the way Germany had been treated in 1919 were to 
contribute significantly towards the undermining of the 
Versailles settlement in the interwar period. A major source 
of this remorse was the so-called ‘war guilt’ clause, 
discussed in chapter 2, which, ironically, was intended to 
limit German responsibility to pay reparations. Article 231 
stated that the Allies were morally entitled to demand that 
Germany pay for the war in its entirety, but Article 232 set 
out that reparations would be confined to sums that 
Germany could actually pay. Being saddled with the blame 
for the war outraged the Germans, but it gave their 
politicians and diplomats a powerful weapon that was 
wielded with some skill to undermine the moral validity of 
the Peace, thus hastening Germany’s readmittance into the 
international community.[561] 

So, was the Second World War an inevitable consequence 
of the Treaty of Versailles? Or should the major origins of the 
war that broke out in 1939 be located in the peculiar 
circumstances of the previous decade? In the immediate 
aftermath of the Second World War, the causes of the 
conflict seemed straightforward. The First World War and the 
deeply flawed Versailles settlement between them 
destroyed the old balance of power and left a host of 
intractable territorial disputes. The imposition of reparations 
on Germany, it was pointed out, was damaging to the world 
economy, and the harshness of the settlement helped Adolf 
Hitler to power in Germany. In his political testimony Mein 
Kampf, written in 1924, Hitler set out a plan for world 


domination that he began to set in motion shortly after his 
appointment as German Chancellor nine years later. 
Western leaders misguidedly attempted to appease Hitler, 
the interpretation went, thus allowing him to achieve his 
aims more or less bloodlessly, while whetting his appetite 
for more. Only when Hitler ripped up the Munich agreement, 
signed only a few months before, and occupied the whole of 
Czechoslovakia in spring 1939, did the scales fall from their 
eyes. Hitler’s next move, against Poland, triggered a war 
with Britain and France that expanded into a global total war 
and cost millions of lives. If only the peacemakers of 1919 
had had the foresight to be more generous, or if the 
democracies had taken prompt and resolute action when 
Hitler began to menace the peace of Europe this 
‘unnecessary war’, to use Winston Churchill’s phrase,[562] 
could have been avoided. 

This consensus was Shattered in 1961 by the publication 
of A.J.P. Taylor’s The Origins of the Second World War.[563] 
Taylor caused outrage in some circles by treating Hitler as a 
‘wicked’ but otherwise normal statesman who reacted to 
events, rather than a uniquely evil monster coldly executing 
a master plan for world domination.[564] Worse, in the view 
of his critics, Taylor refused to join in the ritual denunciation 
of Neville Chamberlain and appeasement. While this upset 
many Anglo-American readers, statements such as ‘Hitler 
(like every other German statesman) intended Germany to 
become the dominant power in Europe’ offended many 
Germans, already reeling from Fritz Fischer’s work on the 
origins of the First World War which, coincidentally, 
appeared in the same year.[565] By denying the uniqueness 
of Hitler, by seeing his foreign policy as a continuation of 
that of Bismarck and Wilhelmine Germany, Taylor helped to 
challenge the use of the Fuhrer as the alibi of a nation for 
the crimes of the Third Reich. In doing so he reinforced the 
notion of a new Thirty Years War that began in 1914 and 


ended in 1945, with a breathing space of twenty years in 
the middle. 

One of the major obstacles to accepting the Thirty Years 
War thesis, as Michael Howard has observed, is that twenty 
years after the Armistice ‘the verdict of Versailles had been 
effectively reversed without a shot being fired.’[566] Most of 
the grievances that emerged from the Peace of 1919, from 
reparations to territorial losses, had either been settled in 
Germany’s favour, were in the process of being settled, or at 
the very least were likely to be resolved. In truth, Versailles 
was not the Carthaginian Peace that Keynes had feared. His 
views on reparations were challenged subsequently,[567] 
and are still the subject of historical debate.[568] In the end 
Germany and the Allies compromised on reparations, and 
against the opposition of Britain and the USA, the French 
were unable to force through the more extreme of their 
demands, for instance that the Rhineland be detached from 
Germany. Indeed, in relative terms, Germany emerged from 
the First World War in good shape. The German state, even 
after its losses, remained fundamentally intact and was the 
largest and potentially the most powerful state in central 
Europe: Austria-Hungary had fragmented into a number of 
smaller states and the Soviet Union was a weakened pariah 
state. 

By contrast France’s strategic position was weaker than it 
had been in 1914. In place of the might of Imperial Russia as 
an ally on Germany’s eastern frontier, France now had 
Smaller and weaker states such as Poland. That the wartime 
alliance had disintegrated was forcibly demonstrated by 
Britain’s refusal in 1923 to support the Franco-Belgian 
occupation of the Ruhr, mounted to force the continued 
payment of reparations. France could no longer count on 
British support even to the limited degree that had existed 
prior to 1914. Certainly, neither of the Anglo-Saxon powers 
would join France in a formal alliance guaranteeing her 
security against future German aggression. Many historians 


agree that the Versailles settlement could have been 
enforced, but the two of the victors, Britain and the United 
States, lacked the will to do so.[569] The United States 
turned its back on Europe and retreated into isolationism 
while Britain preferred to conciliate Germany. Bereft of the 
Support of their erstwhile Allies, the French were unable to 
implement the Peace as rigorously as they would have liked. 

Under Gustav Stresemann, foreign minister from 1923 to 
the end of the decade, Germany pursued a ‘strategy of 
accommodation’ with Britain and France. By signing the 
Locarno Treaty in 1925 (thus guaranteeing Germany’s 
western frontiers, but not, significantly, the eastern), 
renegotiating the reparations terms, taking up a seat on the 
League of Nations, and getting American loans to rebuild its 
economy, the Weimar government improved both 
Germany’s international status and domestic position.[570] 
Stresemann certainly wanted to revise the Versailles 
settlement - Taylor was right about that - but he sought to 
do so through conciliation with the Western powers. The 
British and, more reluctantly, the French worked with him to 
these ends, and continued this policy for the best part of a 
decade after Stresemann’s death in October 1929 - right up 
to the spring of 1939, in fact. Thus in the 1920s and 1930s, 
the Versailles Treaty, which was anyway far from being a 
‘Carthaginian Peace’ to begin with, was steadily revised in 
Germany’s favour. This process resulted in Germany’s return 
to a position of dominance in central Europe without war. 
Why, then did the Second World War break out? 

Ten years after the signature of the Treaty of Versailles 
many problems remained unsolved. Eastern Europe in 
particular was an obvious source of political instability, and 
the Weimar state continued to rest on somewhat rickety 
foundations. Overall, however, observers could’ be 
cautiously optimistic about the outlook for peace and 
Stability in Europe. Then, in October 1929, came the Wall 
Street Crash. In the USA and Britain democracy survived the 


Subsequent worldwide economic Depression battered but in 
reasonable shape. In France, democracy was weakened but 
tottered on; across the Rhine, the blow was fatal. The 
sufferings of the masses led to the radicalisation and 
polarisation of German politics, with both Hitler’s Nazi Party 
and the German Communist Party making electoral gains. 
The German political elite, many of whom had never been 
reconciled to the Weimar republic, abandoned democracy. 
Even before Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor in January 
1933, authoritarian rule had_~ effectively replaced 
parliamentary democracy.[571] 

Hitler was the child of the Depression. But for the Wall 
Street Crash, it seems unlikely that the circumstances that 
brought him to power would have ever arisen. Once in 
power, he set about a policy of expansion, which at first 
Britain was prepared to tolerate and even encourage. Up to 
a point, he was indeed, as Taylor suggested, pursuing 
traditional German foreign policy goals. But Hitler was an 
altogether different character from Bismarck or even the 
men who took Germany to war in 1914. His racist ideology, 
the sheer scale of his ambitions, and the ruthlessness with 
which he set out to achieve them, set him apart from what 
had gone before. By September 1939 Hitler’s expansionism 
had reached a stage that the Western democracies, 
especially Britain, was no longer prepared to accept. At that 
moment Britain once again returned to its policy of 
maintaining the balance of power in Europe. For the second 
time in twenty years, Britain and France went to war against 
a German regime seeking hegemony. 

The war that broke out in September 1939 was not the 
inevitable consequence of the settlement of 1919.[572] To 
play the game of ‘what if’, Weimar Germany might well 
have survived but for the Depression of 1929. Even if it had 
not, it is not inevitable that Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party 
Should have come to power. It is entirely plausible to 
postulate the collapse of democracy in Germany and the 


emergence of a right-wing, nationalist, possibly military 
regime that did not embark on a course that led to war with 
Britain and France. Such a regime could have revised its 
borders with Poland, even by force, with Britain’s 
acquiescence or even encouragement. There may well have 
been conflict as the result of Germany flexing its muscles, 
but not carnage on the scale of that unleashed by Hitler in 
September 1939. A limited conflict with Poland over the 
Danzig corridor would have been of a very different order to 
the genocidal war launched against the Soviet Union by 
Hitler in June 1941. Imperfect as it undoubtedly was, the 
Treaty of Versailles was not the direct ‘cause’ of the Second 
World War. 

The First World War and the Development of 
Warfare 

The Armistice of 11 November 1918 was signed in a 
French railway carriage. The very same carriage was used 
for the same purpose on 22 June 1940, although this time it 
was the Germans who forced the French to agree to a 
humiliating armistice. In a campaign lasting only six weeks, 
the German army had smashed the forces of France, Britain, 
Belgium and the Netherlands; had occupied Paris and the 
Channel ports; had forced the British into mounting a 
seaborne evacuation - and all this had been achieved at a 
cost of only 27,000 German dead. The first day of Operation 
Michael in 1918 alone had cost 11,000 German dead. The 
Blitzkrieg (lightning war) of 1940 might seem to point to the 
emergence of a radically new type of warfare, the antithesis 
of the attritional fighting of 1918. The truth is somewhat 
different. 

Most of the methods of fighting battles and campaigns in 
the Second World War built upon First World War prototypes. 
The effectiveness of the exceptions, such as paratroops and 
commando-style Special Forces, remains a matter of some 
controversy. The ‘mainstream’ weapons, such as artillery, 
aircraft, tanks, and machine guns were more powerful and 


reliable than their Great War ancestors, but remained 
essentially similar and were most effective when used in all- 
arms teams, just as in 1918. Two new developments were 
especially significant. The first was the evolution of radio 
communications, which enabled a measure of voice control 
to return to the battlefield. The second was a significant 
increase in the range and reliability of armoured vehicles. 
These two factors restored the triad of infantry, artillery and 
‘cavalry’; once again commanders had the ability rapidly to 
exploit opportunities and vigorously to pursue a retreating 
enemy. To a great extent these developments freed Second 
World War commanders from the shackles worn by their 
Great War predecessors. 

Better tanks and communications were not the only 
advantages enjoyed by the German forces in 1940, or even 
the most important ones. The key factor was a vast gulf in 
the fighting power of the two sides. The balance of forces 
and technology was roughly equal between the Allies and 
the Germans, but in terms of doctrine, tactics and morale 
the latter had a significant advantage. The same was true of 
the initial stages of Operation Barbarossa in 1941, which 
came close to defeating the Soviet Union. 

Blitzkrieg was an aberration, born of a disparity in fighting 
power between adversaries. By 1942 Germany’s enemies 
had returned to rough parity as their tactics and doctrine 
improved. Given the advances in armour’ and 
communications, battles were often more mobile than in 
1914-18, but they were no less attritional, and the Second 
World War had its share of static fighting, such as the 
battles of Stalingrad, Cassino and Normandy. Just as in the 
Great War, artillery was a dominant weapon in most 
theatres in 1939-45. All this resulted in ‘butcher’s bills’ that 
exceeded those of the earlier war. Soviet military casualties 
in 1941-45 amounted to some 13 million, which sets the 
total of British dead of both world wars into sobering 
context. The lower British figure for the later war reflects the 


lack of a long-running commitment to a ground campaign 
on the scale of the Western Front. Nevertheless, losses in 
individual units and campaigns could exceed those of the 
Great War. The loss rate in British and Canadian infantry 
battalions ran at about 100 per month on the Western Front. 
In the campaign in north-west Europe from D-Day to V.E. 
Day in 1944-45, battalions suffered a minimum of 100 
casualties per month, but figures of 175 were not 
uncommon.[573] 1S Battalion Gordon Highlanders 
sustained losses of 75 officers and 986 soldiers in the ten 
and a half months that followed their arrival in France. Of 
the 55 officers that had commanded rifle platoons, ‘fifty- 
three per cent were wounded, twenty-four per cent 
invalided, and five percent had survived.’ On average, their 
service with the Gordons amounted to 38 days.[574] In 
1945, as in 1918, high intensity warfare took a fearful toll of 
soldiers’ lives. 

Conventional wars since 1945 have reinforced the 
impression that methods of fighting have not changed 
markedly from the all-arms, air-ground model that emerged 
in 1917-18. When one side has an overwhelming advantage 
in fighting power, as the Israelis had over the Egyptians in 
1967, success is swift. Where two sides are evenly matched, 
as were the Iranians and the Iraqis in 1980-88, deadlock 
ensues. The one major attempt to move away from the all- 
arms concept, when in 1973 the Israelis, misreading the 
lessons of 1967, tried to fight an armour-heavy battle 
against strong Egyptian defences on the banks of the Suez 
Canal, ended in heavy losses for the attackers. The Israelis 
rapidly revised their tactics, returning to an _ all-arms 
approach, and defeated the Egyptians. Currently, some 
military analysts are predicting that sophisticated new 
weapons will transform the nature of warfare, while others 
see new weapons as producing more of the same, with ever- 
heavier casualties. 


In 1987 | wrote ‘The armies of Europe and the United 
States still train for essentially the same style of warfare 
that was developed on the Western Front in 1914-18 
... [575] At the beginning of the twenty-first century it still 
holds true. 

The First World War and the Short Twentieth 
Century 

Between 1989 and 1991 the Cold War came to an end. 
The collapse of Communism created in Europe a situation 
that, as many commentators pointed, bore a resemblance 
to the end of the First World War. New states emerged, and 
instability and conflict replaced the certainties of the bi- 
polar world of the Cold War. In retrospect, the years 1914 to 
1991 can be seen as one discrete period, dubbed by 
historians the ‘Short Twentieth Century’. It was a time of 
confrontations between ideologies, dominated by war and 
its aftermath, distinctly different both from the ‘Long 
Nineteenth Century’ (1789-1914) that preceded it, and the 
world at the turn of the twenty-first century.[576] The notion 
of a Short Twentieth Century is a helpful one, providing that 
it is not understood as implying that the war that broke out 
in 1914 inevitably led to a further global conflict. The two 
World Wars and the Cold War fit into a pattern stretching 
back to the late fifteenth century. Since 1494, ten or so 
major wars have occurred in times when the international 
system was undergoing fundamental change, with power 
shifting away from some actors and towards others. Indeed, 
no general (as opposed to smaller scale, local and limited) 
conflicts have taken place unless there was a major 
upheaval in the international system.[577] Against this 
background of the rise of Germany, the USA, Japan, and he 
USSR, and the decline of Britain and France, major inter- 
state conflict in some form during the twentieth century, if 
not the wars that actually occurred, begins to look 
inevitable. 


One charge that can be levelled against Woodrow Wilson 
is that his policies, the product of naivety and idealism, 
helped to create the conditions of instability that succeeded 
the First World War. His lofty ideals of self-determination 
clashed head on with the realities of Central and Eastern 
Europe. Ethnic groups did not live in self-contained areas 
that could easily be converted into nation states. This lead 
to the situation where, for instance, the new 
Czechoslovakian state contained 10 million Czechs and 
Slovaks, 3 million ethnic Germans, 700,000 Hungarians, 
500,000 Ukrainians and 60,000 Poles. Moreover, democracy, 
another of Wilson’s cherished ideals, did not take root in 
Germany nor in most of the newly-independent states. A 
third, collective security through the newly-created League 
of Nations, proved useless in the face of determined 
aggression in the 1930s. 

But that is not the end of the story. From the perspective 
of the early twenty-first century Wilson appears as 
something other than a mere naive idealist. Behind Wilson’s 
inflated rhetoric and expectations was a shrewd recognition 
that American security would be improved by establishing 
democratic regimes around the world. At the beginning of 
the twentieth century, the future had seemed to belong to 
large empires. But when Britain and France enlarged their 
empires at the end of the war, they were walking into a 
blind alley, with the dead-end already visible to the clear- 
sighted. Wilson, by contrast, had correctly identified the 
future, embracing the concept of nationalism at the very 
moment when empires began to break up, and then 
attempted to set the agenda for the newly-emergent states. 
In such countries, and for the Anglo-American liberal/left, 
Wilson became a hero. In the 1930s H.G. Wells wrote that 
Wilson, for a short period, ‘ceased to be a common 
statesman; he became a Messiah. Millions believed in him 
as the bringer of untold blessings ...’[578] In contrast, some 
have viewed Wilson’s liberal internationalism as a cloak for 


the advancement of American capitalism. They are wrong in 
seeing this as a prime motive in Wilson’s behaviour, 
although he certainly believed that the free market was the 
essential partner of democracy. 

Wilson’s approach was rejected in his own country even 
while he remained in office. Later, successive American 
administrations found it expedient to support right-wing, 
undemocratic regimes with strong = anti-Communist 
credentials, with sometimes unhappy results. Nevertheless, 
Wilson’s policy provided a key element in American foreign 
policy in much of the twentieth century. Ultimately, 
Woodrow Wilson achieved a posthumous victory. In the 
Second World War the democracies - Britain as well as the 
USA - were a source of hope to peoples under Nazi 
oppression, and by the end both states had adopted 
Wilsonian principles to a greater or lesser degree. After 
1945 they remoulded West Germany and Japan in their own 
democratic image. Collective security was reborn in a 
modified form at the United Nations. The UN proved a little 
more successful than its predecessor, the League, if only 
because governments of all ideological stripes felt the need 
to pay it at least lip service. In the 1970s another 
Democratic president, Jimmy Carter, insisted on placing 
human rights onto the international agenda. Reviled at the 
time as another naive idealist, it is now clear that Carter’s 
strategy played a _ significant role in undermining the 
legitimacy of Soviet rule.[579] Ronald Reagan, in most 
respects a most un-Wilsonian president, followed Carter. 
Reagan fought the Cold War with a relish that would have 
been alien to Wilson; yet Reagan’s broad-fronted attack on 
Soviet power included a crusade for democracy. With the 
‘People’s Power’ revolutions of 1989 in Central and Eastern 
Europe, Wilson, ‘...the first world leader to respect the 
power of nationalism and to try to channel its great strength 
in the direction of democracy and international cooperation 
.... Was finally vindicated. [580] 


In 1989 an American political scientist, Francis Fukuyama, 
celebrated the conclusion of the Cold War by declaring that 
history had come to end - that the triumph of liberal 
capitalism, having seen off its ideological foes, means that 
there were no more big issues to fight about. Ralf 
Dahrendorf, more cautiously, suggests that ‘the great 
conflicts of the twentieth century have certainly run their 
course.’[581] While | disagree with the former proposition 
and am sceptical about the latter, it is certainly the case 
that since 1914 liberal capitalist democracy has endured the 
assaults of three powerful foes - autocratic and then Nazi 
Germany, and Soviet Communism - and emerged victorious. 
Moreover the record of the twentieth century would 
suggests that democracy plus welfare capitalism is a good, 
although imperfect, recipe for stability and prosperity. 

From this perspective, the victory of 1918 is more 
important than ever. Looking back from the year 2000, we 
know that the twentieth century ended more positively than 
anyone might have dared hope in 1917 or 1941, or during 
the Great Depression of the early 1930s, or in the two most 
dangerous years of the Cold War, 1962 and 1983. We can 
see that the Allied victory in the First World War was a vital 
element in the relative peace and prosperity enjoyed by the 
West at the end of the century. To claim that the First World 
War was ‘futile’ because it was succeeded within twenty 
years by an even worse conflict is akin to proclaiming the 
Second World War futile because dissension among the 
victors led to the Cold War. In both cases, the victories over 
Germany produced ‘negative gains’: in other words, they 
prevented something from happening. To argue that the 
world in 1919 would have been a better place if the Great 
War had not taken place, or more parochially, if Britain had 
not become involved, misses the point. A German victory in 
the First World War would have produced a situation 
Significantly worse than the imperfect ‘real’ world of 1919. 
The First World War was a just and necessary war fought 


against a militarist, aggressive autocracy. In Britain and the 
United States it is a forgotten victory. It has remained 
forgotten for too long. 


Afterthoughts in 2014 


Forgotten Victory was first published in the early summer 
of 2001. | was fortunate that it straightaway picked up by 
the media. It helped that at the time it appeared, there was 
a well-publicised discovery of a mass grave on the 1917 
Arras battlefield. This led to a dramatic photograph of a long 
line of British skeletons, apparently with their arms linked, 
being used to illustrate a newspaper article about my book. 
Not all reviewers were favourable. One review in the 
national press was the worst hatchet job that | have ever 
experienced, the reviewer apparently furious that anyone 
should have the temerity write such a book. On the other 
hand the likes of Professor Sir Michael Howard wrote 
positive reviews, which considerably outnumbered the bad 
ones. The most important thing was that Forgotten Victory 
seemed to strike a chord among the reading public, who 
were prepared to have their preconceptions about the First 
World War challenged. It became a minor best-seller. Over 
the years, | have been touched by the many people who 
have told me that Forgotten Victory changed their view on 
the Great War. Some have even said that it had changed 
their lives by inspiring them to go onto further study, or to 
become battlefield guides and the like. | don’t think 
Forgotten Victory is my best book, but it is probably the 
most important one | will ever write. Judging from the 
number of times it has been cited and quoted, it has also 
been reasonably influential in academic circles. In 2013, the 
distinguished Cambridge historian David Reynolds was kind 
enough to describe it as ‘The most significant of ... [the] 
revisionist works’ on the British army and the Western Front. 

My idea to write Forgotten Victory came from a 
combination of factors. The first was the realisation that 


there was no accessible book that put the revisionist 
argument about the British army in the First World War. 
Secondly, the eightieth anniversary of the Armistice was 
marked by the publication of books by Niall Ferguson and 
John Keegan, and for reasons explained in the original book | 
disagreed profoundly with key aspects of both of them. 
Forgotten Victory was, in part, a response to those books. 

The third factor was that when | began to write the book, 
in 1999, | was in my late 30s and looking to take my career 
onto another level. | had worked for nearly 14 years in the 
Department of War Studies of the Royal Military Academy 
Sandhurst. In many ways RMAS was a good place to work - 
it was certainly an excellent apprenticeship for a military 
historian - but it had been through a time of turmoil and 
was in various ways quite limiting. Moreover, for some years 
| had been concerned about the gulf between the 
scholarship on the First World War that appeared in 
academic monographs and learned journals, and much of 
the stuff purporting to be history that was published by 
popular presses. 

Putting the two things together, | decided to strike out ina 
new direction by writing a book that presented scholarship 
on the First World War in an accessible way that would be 
published by a trade - as opposed to academic - publisher. 
Simultaneously, | moved from Sandhurst to King's College 
London’s Defence Studies Department, located at the Joint 
Services Command and Staff College. Not only did this 
mean entering the university sector, which was on balance 
beneficial, it also brought me into contact with the senior 
echelons of the UK's armed forces. This gave me an insight 
into senior command and _ staffs that influenced the 
approach | took in this book and subsequent writings. The 
publication of Forgotten Victory and the move to the Staff 
College provided the change of direction for which | had 
been hoping. 


My initial sketches of what Forgotten Victory would 
eventually look like soon evolved into a book that would fall, 
broadly, into two parts. While the second part would be a 
fairly straightforward narrative of British operations on the 
Western Front interweaved with analysis, the first would 
take on some of the other big issues concerning Britain's 
First World War. | started with the popular image of the war 
in Britain (and in the USA, because it was a fascinating story 
and also | hoped for it to be published across the Atlantic: 
alas it never was), then moved on to consider the origins of 
the war, and then British strategy. Finally, after | had told 
the story of 1918, | wrote a reflective chapter, putting the 
First World War into the wider context of twentieth century 
history. Someone once said that the best way to learn about 
a subject was to write a book about it, and that was 
certainly my experience. | covered some areas on which my 
knowledge was initially quite sketchy, but by reading around 
the subjects and discussing them with experts, | learned a 
great deal. In other cases, | was working from a 
considerable body of knowledge and understanding, but the 
process of writing sharpened my ideas and led me to read 
and evaluate a great deal of fresh material. 

Re-reading the book thirteen years after it first appeared, 
while there are sections that | would write differently if | was 
Starting it today, | am pleased with how well it has stood up 
to the passage of time. | have made a few cosmetic changes 
to the text, but have not attempted to re-write large 
sections. | do not feel that any of my major themes and 
points need significant modification. That being said, the 
history of the First World War is a dynamic subject. What 
follows is some stray thoughts and assessments of a few of 
the key writings in the field that have appeared since the 
publication of Forgotten Victory, that have a bearing on my 
arguments. 

The publication in 2012 of Christopher Clark’s The 
Sleeopwalkers and some other books, notably Margaret 


MacMillan’s The War That Ended Peace (2013), have seen a 
return to the interwar notion that no state or all states 
Should share the responsibility for the outbreak of war in 
1914. Although both books are highly stimulating, | find this 
line of argument thoroughly unconvincing. The mainstream 
position among scholarly historians remains that Austria- 
Hungary and Germany bore the principle burden of war 
guilt. My Short History of the First World War (London: 
Oneworld, 2014) shows how my thinking on the origins of 
the war has evolved since 2000-1, but | do not dissent from 
the arguments | put forward in Forgotten Victory. My two 
favourite additions to the vast body of literature on the 
origins of the war that have appeared since the first edition 
of this book are Holger Afflerbach and David Stevenson, 
(eds.) An Improbable War? The Outbreak of World War | and 
European Political Culture Before 1914 (New York: Berghahn, 
2007) a hugely stimulating collection of essays, and Annika 
Mombauer, The Origins of the First World War: Diplomatic 
and Military Documents (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2013) an exceptionally useful collection of primary 
sources with an excellent introduction. 

Moving on to British strategy and politics, Lloyd George's 
wartime role received sympathetic treatment by John Grigg 
in the final volume of his impressive but sadly unfinished 
biography. Overall, | am still impressed by Lloyd George’s 
performance as a leader on the home front, although 
George H. Cassar’s sometimes trenchant criticisms in Lloyd 
George at War 1916-18 have produced a more nuanced 
picture of the ‘Welsh Wizard’’s achievements and activities. 
However, having researched the episode for The Chief, my 
biography of Douglas Haig, | am more baffled than ever by 
Lloyd George’s behaviour during the Calais conspiracy of 
1917. It is easy to understand the motivation behind his 
intrigues with French commanders to place Haig and British 
generals under French military control, but the whole affair 
was carried out in an incredibly maladroit fashion. | would 


have expected a consummate politician like Lloyd George to 
have gone about matters rather more subtly. As it was, the 
legacy of Calais was the poisoning of civil-military relations 
and the weakening of Lloyd George’s own position. 

Some excellent work has appeared on various aspects of 
the British home front since Forgotten Victory first 
appeared. Adrian Gregory’s The Last Great War is a masterly 
and stimulating study, which is particularly strong on the 
role of religion. It also makes some acute observations on 
why the mass of British people thought it was worth 
continuing fighting, in spite of privations and the horrendous 
losses. The social and economic gains made by the poor in 
the years before the war were such that people wanted to 
defend them from an enemy that they feared would take 
them away. Catriona Pennell’s A Kingdom United examines 
the response to the outbreak of war in Britain and Ireland. 
She continues the trend of debunking the myth of war 
enthusiasm, that the population went into war as a sort of 
‘Bank Holiday lark’, to quote the title of a recent play. There 
were a variety of reactions to the sudden arrival of war, with 
individuals’ responses dependent on a number of factors. 
Among the most interesting of her findings is the unity of 
much Irish opinion in supporting the war, although in the 
months and years to come this would unravel. The work of 
Gregory and Pennell, among other historians, modifies and 
enriches the picture of the British home front that | put 
forward in Forgotten Victory. 

Much of the book is of course concerned with the 
operations of the BEF. When it appeared in 2001, Forgotten 
Victory represented in large part a synthesis of the state of 
scholarship in this field that existed at that time, together 
with some of my own original research. A large number of 
books in this field have appeared since. Starting with high 
command, my ideas have evolved through a decade of 
research that resulted in the edition of Haig’s diaries that | 
edited with John Bourne , and The Chief. | regard the latter 


as being something of a sequel to Forgotten Victory. My 
more recent work reflects my greater understanding of the 
sheer complexities of command, and if | was writing it 
today, my portrait of Douglas Haig in Forgotten Victory 
would be more favourable. | certainly have a much greater 
appreciation of his achievements as a ‘war manager’, the 
head of a highly complex organisation. Among the work that 
has influenced the evolution of my views on command are 
Andy Simpson's study of corps command, and the chapters 
in a volume on command that that | edited with Dan 
Todman. 

Forgotten Victory helped popularise the term ‘learning 
curve’ in the context of the development of the BEF’s 
methods, although | did not coin it. This term had rightly 
been criticised as being too deterministic, and ‘learning 
process’ better captures the uneven nature of the process. 
In my defence, ‘learning curve’ was only a piece of 
convenient shorthand and was never intended to be taken 
literally. Re-reading the view put forward in Forgotten 
Victory of the evolution of the BEF’s operational and tactical 
methods, | think it stands up well. Undoubtedly, however, 
Subsequent work has provided a more nuanced picture. 
Jonathan Boff’s book on Third Army in 1918, William 
Philpott’s study of the Somme in which the French are very 
much to the fore, and Bryn Hammond's revisionist 
treatment of Cambrai are good examples. For a view from 
the other side of no man’s land, David T. Zabecki, The 
German 1918 Offensives: A case study in the operational 
level of war (London: Routledge, 2006) is extremely 
thought-provoking. Surveying the volume of high quality 
scholarship on the Great War that has been produced since 
Forgotten Victory first appeared, and also the amount of 
dross, perhaps there is a case for a fully revised edition of 
the book. The latter needs to be refuted, and the former 
brought before a wider audience. 


Forgotten Victory has had a very positive impact on my 
life, and it is appropriate to end by reiterating my thanks to 
the people namechecked in my original acknowledgments 
who helped make it happen. To them | would add Richard 
Foreman of Endeavour Press for giving me the opportunity 
to produce this e-book version, and Mrs Lizzie Holmes, for 
kindly giving permission to reproduce the foreword written 
by her late husband, much-missed by all who knew him, 
Professor Richard Holmes. The original edition was 
dedicated to my wife, Viv. So is this one, with my love. 


Appendix: The First World War as a Global 
War 


This book has concentrated on the Western Front, and on 
the doings of the British and the Americans. It is important 
to remember that the Anglo-Americans fought as part of a 
coalition, and ths brief survey of the war as a whole is 
intended to place their activities in a wider context. 


1914 


The first Allied forces to engage the Germans in the West 
were Belgian, when on 5 August the German army attacked 
the fortress of Liege. Belgian resistance was vital in delaying 
the Germans from initiating their main thrust through 
Belgium and into northern France until 18 August. The main 
Belgian army, commanded by King Albert, fell back on the 
great fortress-port of Antwerp, where, reinforced by a small 
British force, it tied down six German divisions and bought 
yet more time for Allies. On 6 October the defenders 
evacuated Antwerp and made a stand on the River Yser, 
where they played a key role in holding off the German 
attacks north of Ypres. 

The British actions at Mons and Le Cateau were part of a 
vast series of battles in which the French army bore the 
brunt of the fighting against the Germans. During the Battle 
of the Frontiers the French suffered heavy casualties in 
battles such as Morhange and Sarrebourg (20 August) and 
the Sambre (21-3 August) but these actions played a part in 
disrupting the German advance, and at Guise (29 August) 
French Fifth Army delivered a stinging blow on the flanks of 
German Second Army. Space does not permit a detailed 
discussion of French actions in 1914. Suffice it to say that 


the French army was the mainstay of the Allied defences - 
by the end of the first Battle of Ypres, there were more 
French than British soldiers fighting in Flanders. 

At first, French and British hopes and German fears that 
the Russian army would steamroller through East Prussia 
seemed well founded. However, between 26 August and 29 
August German forces inflicted a crushing defeat on the 
Russian forces at Tannenburg. At the Masurian Lakes (6-12 
September) the Russians suffered a further defeat and were 
bundled off German territory. However, Germans had not 
won a decisive victory, for the Russians lived to fight 
another day. Indeed, in Poland, Russian forces won major 
victories over the Austro-Hungarian armies in the Lemburg 
Campaign (September 1914). By December, the Austrians 
had suffered further humiliation by being thrown out of 
Serbia. Further fighting (the Battle of Lodz, 11-25 
November) restored the Central Powers’ position in Poland. 
At the end of 1914 the situation on the Eastern Front, as in 
the West, was deadlocked. 

The first British offensive of the war took place in West 
Africa, when on 7 August a combined British-French 
expedition invaded the German colony of Togoland. By the 
end of the 1914, the Allies had mopped up large portions of 
Germany’s overseas empire. In Africa, however, the 
Cameroons held out until the beginning of 1916 and in East 
Africa, Colonel von Lettow-Vorbeck emerged as one of the 
greatest guerrilla leaders in history, remaining undefeated 
until he voluntarily capitulated after Germany had 
surrendered in Europe. At sea, the Royal Navy lost a 
squadron of obsolete ships off the South American coast 
(Battle of Coronel, 1 November 1914) but gained revenge at 
the Battle of the Falkland Islands (8 December 1914). The 
German warships Goeben and Breslau, trapped in the 
Mediterranean, eluded the British fleet and sailed to Turkey, 
where they acted as the catalyst that brought the Ottoman 
Empire into the war on 29 October 1914. 


1915 

As in 1914, the French dictated the course of Allied 
operations on the Western Front during 1915. The BEF’s 
offensive operations in May and September were fought to 
conform to the large-scale French attacks in Artois and 
Champagne. In 1915 Germany made its major effort on the 
Eastern Front. In January to March the Russians enjoyed 
some success, but in the Gorlice-Tarnow operation (2 May- 
27 June) German and Austrian forces created a major 
breakthrough in Poland. By September 1915, the forces of 
the Central Powers had advanced some 300 miles, capturing 
most of Poland in the process. However, the Russians 
succeeded in withdrawing their forces in surprisingly good 
shape. 

The Serbs, who had fended off Austro-Hungarian invasions 
in 1914, were utterly defeated by a combined German- 
Austrian-Bulgarian attack launched on 6 October 1915. 
British and French forces, which had landed at the neutral 
Greek port of Salonika on 5 October, were unable to aid 
their Serbian ally. Bulgaria’s decision to enter the war was 
influenced by the Anglo-French failure at Gallipoli. There, an 
attempt by British and French warships to force the Straits 
had failed on 18 March 1915. The initial landings at Anzac 
and Helles took place on 25 April 1915. A subsequent 
landing on 6 August at Suvla tried but failed to reinvigorate 
the campaign. Meanwhile, Turkish forces had invaded the 
Russian-held Caucasus in November 1914; indecisive 
Campaigning was to continue on this front until 1917. A 
British force landed in Turkish-held Mesopotamia (modern- 
day Iraq) in late 1914, and in the course of 1915 was drawn 
further and further inland, aiming for Baghdad. 

Italy, which in 1914 had been an ally of Germany and 
Austria-Hungary, remained neutral on the outbreak of war 
and in May 1915 actually joined the Allies. The Italians 
launched four attritional Battles of the Isonzo in 1915, trying 


and failing to break through Austrian positions towards 
Trieste and eventually, Vienna. 

In 1915, the main actions in the naval war were confined 
to the German U-boat campaign. The one major exception 
was the action of Dogger Bank, a clash between British and 
German battlecruisers that resulted in a tactical victory for 
the Royal Navy. In a new departure, the Germans used 
Zeppelin airships to conduct air raids against civilian targets 
in Great Britain. 

1916 

The twin struggles at Verdun (February-December) and on 
the Somme (July-November), the principal events of 1916 on 
the Western Front, were paralleled by Russian offensives in 
the East. The Russians launched an unsuccessful attack at 
Lake Naroch near Vilna (18 March), in response to French 
requests to relieve pressure on Verdun. On 4 June a Russian 
Army Group under Brusilov attacked on a 300 mile front and 
Smashed an Austrian army. Two further pushes, on 28 July 
and 7 August, brought Brusilov to the Carpathian 
mountains. The campaign fizzled out in September 1916. 
The offensive did grievous damage to Austria-Hungary, who 
had had to be propped up with German forces, but the loss 
of a million men further weakened the Russians. Austria- 
Hungary’s problems were, for the Central Powers, somewhat 
balanced by the conquest of Rumania, which had entered 
the war on 27 August 1916. Victorious at the Battle of the 
Arges River (1-4 December), German forces occupied 
Bucharest two days later, leaving only a small strip of land 
under Rumanian control. 

On the Italian Front, 1916 saw a continuation of the 
strategy of the previous year. The Fifth Battle of the Isonzo 
was fought 11-29 March, but on 15 May the Austrians 
attacked in the Trentino area (also Known as the Asiago 
offensive), catching the Italians by surprise and gaining 
ground by the time the campaign wound down in mid -June. 
This Austrian victory was partially balanced by Sixth Ilsonzo 


(6-17 August), in the course of which the Italians took 
Gorizia. The attritional Seventh, Eighth, and Ninth Battles of 
the Isonzo (September to November 1916) followed. 

Turkey enjoyed mixed fortunes in 1916. On 5 June Arab 
tribes revolted in the Hejaz, beginning a guerrilla campaign 
that posed a threat to Turkish lines of communications. This 
Campaign was to make the name of T.E. Lawrence (‘of 
Arabia’). In Egypt, Turkish forces under a German 
commander attacked British forces in the Sinai peninsula 
and were driven back with heavy losses (Battle of Romani, 4 
August). However, in Mesopotamia, a British force was 
besieged at Kut-al-Amara and capitulated on 29 April. Not 
until December did the British, now reinforced, once again 
take the offensive in this theatre. 

At sea, 1916 was the year of the Battle of Jutland (31 May 
1916), which was for the Royal Navy a far greater success 
than many believed at the time. The German High Seas 
Fleet ventured out into the North Sea on 18 August, but 
without a major contact resulting. Although the Germans 
continued to send surface raiders against the British coast, 
their main effort was now the U-boat campaign. Over the 
battlefronts, the Battles of Verdun and the Somme marked 
the first occasions on which struggle for control of the air 
was an integral part of a ground campaign. 


1917 

The two crucial events of 1917 took place away from the 
battlefield. The first was the entry of the USA into the war 
on 6 April, the virtually inevitable consequence of the 
German resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare on 
31 January. While some surface actions took place, the main 
focus of the war at sea was the attempt by German U-boats 
to starve Britain into submission by sinking merchant 
vessels. The adoption of the convoy system by the British 
on 10 May was an important step in the countering the 
German campaign. 


The second was the Russian Revolution. The ‘Liberal 
Revolution’ of March overthrew the Czar’s regime and briefly 
seemed to revive the Russian war effort. The Russian army 
launched a major offensive, named after the War Minister, 
Alexander Kerensky, on 1 July. After initial success the 
Germans counterattacked on 19 July, and followed this on 1 
September with an offensive towards Riga. The failure of the 
Kerensky Offensive destroyed the credibility of the 
Provisional government. With Russia in chaos, on 7 
November Lenin’s Bolsheviks seized power in Petrograd, 
triggering a civil war. 

On the Western Front, the British Battle of Arras and the 
French Second Aisne and Third Champagne battles 
(collectively known as the Nivelle Offensive) were fought in 
tandem in April-May 1917. At this stage the Germans held 
the advantage in the air; British pilots remembered this time 
as ‘Bloody April’. The Third Battle of Ypres (‘Passchendaele’) 
was fought from late July to early November, and was 
succeeded by Cambrai (20 November - 3 December). The 
Italians launched the Tenth (May-June) and Eleventh 
(August-September) Battles of the Isonzo, the _ latter 
capturing some important ground. However at Caporetto (or 
Twelfth Isonzo, 24 October-12 November 1917) a German- 
Austrian army inflicted a heavy defeat on the Italians, 
leading to British and French troops being sent to the aid of 
their ally. 

In the Middle East, the British, advancing from Egypt, 
fought three battles at Gaza, the gateway to Palestine. The 
first two battles (26 March and 17-19 April) resulted in 
stalemate. The third, also Known as the Battle of Beersheba, 
on 31 October, broke through the Turkish defences. Under 
the command of General Allenby, the British captured 
Jerusalem on 9 December. In Mesopotamia, British forces 
captured Baghdad (11 March) and continued their advance. 

1918 


Fighting on the Western Front in 1918 falls neatly into two 
phases. The first began on 21 March with the German attack 
on British Fifth Army, and concluded with the Second Battle 
of the Marne (15 July-5 August; the Allied counterattack 
began on 18 July). Phase two began with the British- 
Australian-Canadian-French offensive at Amiens on 8 
August, and only ended with the Armistice of 11 November. 
The events in France and Belgium decided the outcome of 
the First World War, but nonetheless occurrences on other 
fronts were significant. 

Russia was lost to the Entente cause, yet inadvertently 
helped its erstwhile allies by continuing to tie down large 
numbers of German troops. Initially refusing to sign a peace 
treaty, Bolshevik recalcitrance prompted German forces on 
18 February to renew their advance. This compelled the 
Bolsheviks to sign the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk (3 March) 
which brought the Russo-German War to an end. This did 
not bring peace to a Russia torn by civil war. 

In June the Austrians attempted to finally knock the 
Italians out of the war. The high tide of the Austro-Hungarian 
advance came at the River Piave (15 June), where the 
Italians held the attack. In the autumn, the Allied (British 
and French as well as Italian) forces took the offensive and 
won a stunning victory at Vittorio Veneto (24 October-4 
November). The Austrian army, and indeed the Austro- 
Hungarian Empire was in a state of collapse. On 4 
November the fighting came to an end, the Italians having 
finally seized Trieste on the previous day. 

By that stage another of Germany’s allies, Turkey, had 
already capitulated. Harassed by Lawrence and his Arab 
guerrillas, the Turks were struck by a major British offensive. 
From 19-21 September Allenby’s forces smashed the Turks 
in the Battle of Megiddo (or Armageddon), and then followed 
up seizing Damascus (1 October) and Aleppo (25 October). 
In Mesopotamia, in October a British force captured the 
Mosul oil fields. . Turkey dropped out of the war after signing 


an armistice on 30 October. The Russian town of Baku, taken 
but subsequently lost to Turkish forces by the British earlier 
in the year, was recaptured in November. 

The Allied troops based at Salonika had fought some 
actions with German and Bulgarian forces in 1916 and 1917, 
but in September 1918 at long last the Allies launched a 
major offensive. Under the command of French general 
Franchet d’Esperey, the Allied defeated a mainly Bulgarian 
force at the Battle of the Vardar (15-29 September 1918). 
The Bulgarians capitulated on 29 September, and the 
Subsequent advance brought Franchet d’Esperey to the 
Danube by the time of the Armistice with Germany. 

German aeroplanes replaced Zeppelins as the main 
means of bombing Britain during 1917, and for a time 
appeared to pose a serious threat to British cities. By the 
early summer of 1918 this threat had been mastered, and in 
turn British aircraft were bombing targets in Germany. These 
strategic bombing campaigns were mere pinpricks in 
comparison to those of the Second World War, but they 
nonetheless they were harbingers of things to come. At sea, 
the most dramatic events of 1918 were the partially 
successful British raids on Zeebrugge and Ostende (23 April) 
and again against Zeebrugge (9 May). On 29 October the 
German High Seas Fleet was ordered to sea. This prompted 
a mutiny among the German sailors, adding to the crisis 
that brought the German Empire crashing down. After the 
Armistice the German Fleet sailed to the British base at 
Scapa Flow, where on 21 June 1919 German sailors scuttled 
their ships. 


Links to Maps 


Europe at War 
http://www.westpoint.edu/history/SiteAssets/SitePages/World 


%20War%201/WWOne02. gif 
1914: Military Plans Western Theatre: 
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1915: Western Front: 
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1916: The Somme 
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1917: Arras and the Nivelle Offensive 


http://www.westpoint.edu/history/SiteAssets/SitePages/Wo 
rld%20War%201I/WWOnel16.jpg 


1917: Messines, Third Ypres and 
Cambrai 
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1918: German Offensives on the 
Western Front 
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1918: Second Marne and Amiens 
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1918: Meuse-Argonne 


http://www.westpoint.edu/history/SiteAssets/SitePages/Wo 
rld%20War%20I/WWOne22. jpg 


1918: The final acts of the Hundred 
Days 
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NB: see 
http://www.westpoint.edu/history/SitePages/WWI.aspx for 
many more excellent First World War maps. 


Suggestions for Further Reading 


General The best single volume history remains Cyril Falls, 
The First World War (London, Longman, 1960). For the 
purely military side of the war, see J.E. Edmonds, A Short 
History of World War (Oxford, Oxford UP, 1951). For 
historians, the First World War is a dynamic subject, with 
new ideas and interpretations being put forward at a 
bewildering pace. For snapshots of current thinking about 
not just the military and political history of the war but 
numerous other aspects, Hew Strachan (ed.) The Oxford 
Illustrated History of the First World War (Oxford, Oxford UP, 
1998) is indispensable. For recent research on diverse and 
specialised topics, see the important collection of essays in 
Hugh Cecil and Peter Liddle, (eds.) Facing Armageddon: The 
First World War Experienced (London, Leo Cooper, 1996). 
American readers might try Michael J. Lyons, World War I: A 
Short History (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1994), a 
Superior college textbook that reflects recent research. Niall 
Ferguson, The Pity of War (London, Penguin, 1998) is a 
challenging and often controversial re-examination § of 
various facets of the war. 


Individual Countries For Britain, see Trevor Wilson, The 
Myriad Faces of War (Cambridge, Polity, 1988) for 
comprehensive coverage of every aspect of war. In John 
Turner (ed.) Britain and the First World War (London, Unwin- 
Hyman, 1988), a number of experts provide concise but 
authoritative analysis of important facets of the British war 
effort. Three more specialised books deserve especial 
mention: Peter Simkins, Kitchener’s Army (Manchester, 
Manchester UP, 1988), a study of the raising of the British 
New Armies, and David French’s two volume study of British 
strategy, British Strategy and War Aims 1914-1916 (London, 
Allen & Unwin 1986) and The Strategy of the Lloyd George 
Coalition 1916-18 (Oxford, Clarendon, 1995). 

For the United States see David Kennedy, Over Here (New 
York, Oxford UP, 1982) and Neil A. Wynn, From 
Progressivism to Prosperity: World War I and American 
Society (New York, Holmes & Meier, 1986). An older book, 
Edward M. Coffman, The War to End All Wars: the American 
Military Experience in World War | new edition (Lexington, 
KY; UP of Kentucky), still repays reading. For Woodrow 
Wilson, see Thomas J. Knock, Jo End All Wars: Woodrow 
Wilson and the Quest for a New World Order (New York, 
Oxford UP, 1992). Tony Smith’s important book America’s 
Mission (Princeton, NJ, Princeton UP, 1994) puts Wilson’s 
ideals into a wider context. 

For good coverage of all aspects of Germany’s war, see 
Holger H. Herwig, The First World War: Germany and Austria- 
Hungary 1914-1918 (London, Arnold, 1997). 


The Origins of the War For a judicious and accessible full 
length introduction to this most contentious of topics, see 
James Joll, The Origins of the First World War second edition, 
(London, Longman, 1992). A short book containing analysis 
and documents is also very useful: Gordon Martel, The 
Origins of the First World War second edition (London, 
Longman, 1996). For British foreign policy and strategy over 
the long term, see C.J. Bartlett, Defence and Diplomacy: 
Britain and the Great Powers 1815-1914 (Manchester, 
Manchester UP, 1993) and Paul Kennedy, The Realities 
Behind Diplomacy (London, Fontana, 1983). Paul Kennedy’s 
The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (London, Fontana, 
1989) sets the origins of the war into a broader context. For 
diplomatic efforts during the war itself, see David 
Stevenson, The First World War and International Politics 
(Oxford, Oxford UP, 1988) Haig and Pershing Haig has 
been much exposed to authors but John Terraine’s admiring 
biography Douglas Haig: The Educated Soldier (London, 
Hutchinson, 1963) has yet to be superseded. See also 
however, Tim Travers’ important books The Killing Ground 
(London, Unwin-Hyman, 1987) and How the War was Won 
(London, Routledge, 1992), which are more critical of Haig. 
A recent collection of essays, Brian Bond and Nigel Cave 
(eds.) Haig, A Reappraisal 70 Years On (London, Leo Cooper, 
1999) contains much important material that goes some 
way towards refurbishing Haig’s reputation. John J. Pershing 
is also controversial, for some of the same reasons as Haig. 
There are several good biographies, including Donald 
Smythe, Pershing: General of the Armies (Bloomington: 
Indiana UP, 1986). A recent, more technical study is also 
very useful: James J. Cooke, Pershing and his Generals 
(Westport, CT, Praeger, 1997). 


The Western Front There are a number of good 
introductions to the military history of the Western Front. 
Richard Holmes, Western Front (London, BBC, 1999) and 
Andy Simpson, The Evolution of Victory (London, Tom 
Donovan, 1995) are both readable and_ up-to-date 
introductions to the British experience. A large format 
‘coffee table’ book, Peter Simkins, World War 1 1914-1918: 
The Western Front (Godalming, Colour Library Books, 1991) 
contains both an_ excellent text and _ outstanding 
photographs. It has subsequently been reprinted under 
different titles. 

The BEF’s ‘learning curve’ is best approached through 
three seminal books. Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson, 
Command on the Western Front (Oxford, Blackwell, 1992) is 
a military biography of Rawlinson, which rates as one of the 
most important books ever written on the campaign. Paddy 
Griffith, Battle Tactics of the Western Front (London, Yale UP, 
1994) is just as valuable for the lower, battlefield level, 
while Bill Rawling, provides a important case study in his 
Surviving Trench Warfare: Technology and the Canadian 
Corps 1914-1918 (Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 
1992). 

The British Official History has many defects, but remains 
indispensable as a narrative of events. The Western Front is 
covered in the series edited and largely written by J.E. 
Edmonds: Military Operations France and Belgium (14 
volumes, 1922-47. Originally published variously by HMSO 
and Macmillan, the entire series has recently been jointly 
republished by the Imperial War Museum and Battery Press. 

Individual campaigns and battles of the Great War have 
received patchy coverage. While some have examined by 
scholars using a full range of evidence, most have not. 
Richard Holmes, Riding the Retreat (London: Cape, 1995) is 
an off-beat and highly entertaining account of the early 
1914 campaigns, part history, part travelogue, based on a 


trip across the battlefields on horseback, that has a serious 
historical purpose. 1915 remains something of a forgotten 
year as far as the Western Front is concerned. For the period 
1916 onwards the picture is somewhat brighter. Martin 
Middlebrook, The First Day on the Somme (London: Allen 
Lane, 1971) was the first and remains the best of the 
histories written from the point of view of the ordinary 
soldier. Jonathan Nicholls, Cheerful Sacrifice: The Battle of 
Arras 1917 (London, Leo Cooper, 1990) does a similar job 
for Arras. Jonathan Walker, The Blood Tub: General Gough 
and the Battle of Bullecourt, 1917 (Staplehurst, Spellmount, 
1998) is a model battle history, well written, well 
researched, that throws new light on a_ controversial 
episode. There are now two major studies of Passchendaele: 
Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson, Passchendaele: The untold 
story (New Haven: Yale UP, 1996) and Peter H. Liddle (ed.) 
Passchendaele in Perspective: The Third Battle of Ypres 
(London, Pen & Sword, 1997). The latter is an extremely 
wide ranging collection of essays which is invaluable in 
bringing scholarship that would otherwise be buried n the 
obscurity of academic journals to a wider audience. The 
curtain raiser to Passchendaele is well covered in lan 
Passingham, Pillars of Fire: The Battle of Messines Ridge 
June 1917 (Stroud, Sutton, 1998). For 1918, see Malcolm 
Brown, The Imperial War Museum Book of 1918 Year Of 
Victory (London: Sidgwick and Jackson, 1998), which draws 
on the riches of archival holdings of the museum; Martin 
Middlebrook, The Kaiser’s Battle (London, Allen Lane, 1978), 
the author’s second treatment of a Great War theme; and 
J.P. Harris with Niall Barr, Amiens to the Armistice (London, 
Brassey’s, 1998), a useful narrative history of the Hundred 
Days. 

Recently, historians have begun to take a comparative 
approach to the military history of the two world wars. Two 
books give excellent examples of this approach: Paul 
Addison and Angus Calder (eds.) Time to Kill: The Soldiers 


Experience of War in the West 1939-1945 (London, Pimlico, 
1996) and John Bourne, Peter Liddle and lan Whitehead 
(eds.) The Great World War 1914-45 Volume |. Lightning 
Strikes Twice (London: HarperCollins, 2000). 


Personal Experience There are a number of books that 
attempt to capture the experience of ordinary soldier on the 
Western Front. Among the best are John Ellis, Eye Deep in 
Hell (London, Croom Helm, 1976) and Denis Winter, Death’s 
Men (London, Allen Lane, 1978) and Andy Simpson, Hot 
Blood & Cold Steel: Life and Death in the Trenches of the 
First World War (London: Tom Donovan, 1993). The number 
of accounts by participants in the war is huge and continues 
to grow. Two of the finest are John Terraine, (ed.) General 
Jack’s Diary, republished by Cassell, 2000 (despite its title, 
for most of the war Jack was a regimental officer) and the 
memoir of a Regular ranker, John F. Lucy, There’s a Devil in 
the Drum (London: The Naval & Military Press, 1992, 
Originally published in 1938). For morale, see G.D. Sheffield, 
Leadership in the Trenches: Officer-Man Relations, Morale 
and Discipline in the British Army in the Era of the Great War 
(London, Macmillan, 2000); John Baynes, Morale (London, 
Cassell, 1967); John Keegan, The Face of Battle 
(Harmondsworth, Penguin 1978); Richard Holmes, Firing 
Line (London, Cape, 1985); J.G. Fuller, Troop Morale and 
Popular Culture in the British and Dominion Armies 1914- 
1918 (Oxford, Clarendon 1991). 
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THE DEATH 
OF GLORY 


THE WESTERN FRONT 1915 


ROBIN NEILLANDS 





About This Book 


During the 1960s, forty years after the First World War, 
two events struck heavy blows against the fragile 
reputations of the First World War generals, and in particular 
against that of the British generals. One was the advent of 
Joan Litthewood's Stratford East musical production Oh, 
What a Lovely War. The second was the publication of Alan 
Clark's Great War history The Donkeys, published by 
Hutchinson in 1961. 

The Donkeys has been in print ever since, and the remark 
that inspired the title, an alleged exchange between General 
Ludendorff and an aide, quoted in Field Marshal 
Falkenhayn's Memoirs, that the British soldiers were ‘lions 
led by donkeys', has long since passed into common 
currency. As for Oh, What a Lovely War, the play was 
subsequently filmed and has been regularly presented by 
professional and amateur dramatic companies all over the 
country in the last five decades, playing to packed houses, 
convinced audiences and general applause. 

That these two presentations, the play and the book, have 
muddied the waters of Great War history to the detriment of 
the generals is a proven fact. Every Great War historian, 
academic or popular, knows that however strong and well 
founded his defence of the First World War generals might 
be, one TV or local performance of that entertaining musical 
play puts the generals back in the dock, at least as far as 
the general public is concerned ... and so it is for The 
Donkeys, a detailed and damning indictment of the Great 
War generals’ character and competence, written with style 
and considerable verve. 

This present book concentrates on the charges levelled 
against the generals in The Donkeys and arises from the 


fact that Clark's history is almost entirely concerned with 
the battles and events of 1915 - just one year in a four-year- 
long war and a year which, as the military historian Gary 
Sheffield remarks, 'remains something of a forgotten year as 
far as the Western Front is concerned’. (1) This seems to be 
true, and that alone is somewhat surprising, for 1915 was a 
very difficult year for the Entente powers - France, Britain 
and Russia - and therefore worthy of much closer attention. 
As the Official History remarks, ‘The twelve months 
following the close of the battles of First Ypres in October 
and November 1914 brought little but disillusion and 
disappointment.’ (2) This disillusion and the various 
disasters that marked out that disappointing year cannot be 
entirely confined within that single, twelve-month time 
Span. Battles and campaigns do not work like that; they 
arise from what happened before and contribute, for good 
or ill, to what follows. On the other hand, the events of 1915 
provide a link with the recent past and lead on towards 
those that followed, while providing experiences that largely 
relate to that year alone. The chief effect of the 1915 battles 
was to destroy what was left of the British Regular Army; 
this army had mustered just eleven divisions in August 1915 
and most of these had gone by the end of 1915. 

The other effect was on the general public. In August 1914 
the British people had rushed to volunteer, many worried 
that this war would be ‘over by Christmas' before they had a 
chance to take part in it. That rush for glory subsided in 
1915, when these eager volunteers, especially those in the 
Territorial Force, were gradually committed to battles that 
culminated in the battle of Loos. 

Among the deaths of 1915 we must include the death of 
glory, of any idea that modern war was anything like the 
popular image of conflict, one where bayonets glint in the 
sun, generals gallop about on white horses and the skid of 
bagpipes fills the air as the infantry go forward. All this was 
gradually seen to be a complete illusion. When wounded 


men on stretchers, fresh from the Western Front, carpet the 
forecourt of London's mainline stations, their bodies caked 
in mud, any notion of glory swiftly disappears. The notion 
that war was glorious vanished during the disastrous battles 
this book will describe. 

The cause of those various catastrophes in 1915 lay 
deeper, not least in the pre-war unwillingness of the British 
people and government to understand the nature of modern 
war and make adequate preparations for it, should it ever 
arise and they opt to engage in it. Nor should it be forgotten 
that at the start of 1915 the British Army had been engaged 
in this new and massive war for just five months. 

The results of this pre-war failure to understand modern 
warfare could not be made good in five months and were 
fully felt during 1915. Added to these errors was the 
contradictory order given to Field Marshal Sir John French, 
commander of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) on his 
departure to France in August 1914: This order, given in full 
in the Appendix, directed him to cooperate closely with 
Britain's French allies but not to hazard his force, which was 
an entirely independent, British command. Advice on how 
the field marshal should reconcile these conflicting 
objectives was lacking - unlike French pressure to conform 
to French wishes, which was constant. 

This book concentrates on the Western Front and the 
battles fought there in 1915 by the BEF and, at least to a 
certain extent, by the BEF's comrades-in-arms in the French 
and Belgian armies. That point made, the Western Front 
cannot be seen in isolation; the war grew in scale and went 
on elsewhere. War expanded steadily in 1915, to Italy, 
Gallipoli and Serbia, to Salonika and Mesopotamia and most 
notably in Russia. To concentrate on just one theatre of war 
in 1915, albeit the most important one, without some 
reference to the others, is to present the narrow view and 
bias the conclusion. 


Nor is it fair to allege that the Allied generals on the 
Western Front and the 'powers that be' in London and Paris 
were simply acting like donkeys in 1915. Certainly, the 
popular impression is that the generals were butting their 
heads against the Western Front defences as if there was no 
other way to break through them, while ignoring the 
possibilities of strategic warfare by attacking elsewhere or 
developing technical innovations, such as the tank. AS we 
Shall see, this impression is totally false; by Christmas 1914, 
strategic moves and technological improvements were 
already in hand. 

Essentially, the problem for the British generals was time. 
By the New Year of 1915, they had simply not had the time 
to make up the pre-war shortages in men, kit and materiel, 
or time to develop either new weapons or a strategic plan. 
All this would take time, and what could they do in the 
interim but fight on, doing the best they could in very 
difficult circumstances? 

Doing their best was all the Western Front generals could 
do in 1915, and the bloody battles of Neuve Chapelle, 
Second Ypres, Aubers Ridge, Festubert and Loos, five 
somewhat neglected BEF encounters, are therefore carefully 
evaluated in this book. These battles saw a gradual 
escalation in the Western Front fighting, while the second 
battle of Ypres in the spring of 1915, which is mainly 
remembered for the German gas attack with which it 
opened, also saw the end of the professional career of 
General Horace Smith-Dorrien, one of the better of the First 
World War generals, a man destroyed by the malice of his 
senior commander. The character and capabilities of the 
Allied commanders will be covered in this book, since these 
personal aspects are closely linked to the battles and the 
way in which they were fought. 

The battles of 1915 enveloped them after the heavy 
losses in the early campaigns of 1914 and_ the 
establishment of the Western Front trench system but 


before the British generals had the men, the kit or the 
experience to fight this new kind of war - ‘total war', as it 
came to be called. Any study of that period therefore has to 
begin by describing the situation in the New Year of 1915, 
and explaining how this situation came about. The subject 
of this book is the Western Front in 1915, but that time and 
place has to be seen in a wider context. 

In some ways every year of the First World War was a 
unique experience and there can be no objection to any 
author or historian singling out 1915 for special attention or 
concentrating on its peculiar features. The problem arises 
when the reader, or the general public, is led to believe that 
that year was typical of the whole war, or is led to assume 
that the disasters that occurred during that year went 
unrecognized or uncorrected. The field commanders are 
blamed for chronic errors that were not always the fault of 
the generals and which, in many cases, they were 
constantly striving to correct. 

This is not to say that the generals or politicians of 1915 
were entirely blameless for the events of that terrible year; 
far from it. There were no ‘great captains’ in the field in 
1915 - except in the ever fertile imagination of the French. 
What we have is a number of general officers striving to get 
a grip on a war that in almost every aspect was outside 
their experience and - or so it often appeared - a little 
beyond their understanding. 

Many of the tactical errors should have been foreseen. 
Many battles, especially the battle of Laos, were fought in 
conditions or over terrain that virtually ensured failure and 
great loss of life. The British commanders, Field Marshal 
French and General Sir Douglas Haig, commander of the 
First Army, certainly knew this about Laos, and the reasons 
why they still proceeded with their attack require 
elucidation. This book is not an attempt to whitewash the 
commanders or excuse incompetence at any level - and 
there was plenty of incompetence at every level. 


That said, the various tragic events of 1915 should be put 
in the context of the war as a whole so that we can see what 
the commanders were trying to achieve at this time, judge 
whether their strategic decisions were soundly based and 
examine what other courses of action were open to them ... 
at the time. Hindsight is a wonderful gift - historians would 
be lost without it - but the use of hindsight has to be 
restricted or objectivity and fair assessment go out of the 
window. It is also, | think, most important to be fair. 

Therefore, before we start on the detail, the background 
to 1915 can be briefly summarized. Essentially, what the 
generals of 1915 were trying to do was to make the old 
methods of war work in an entirely new situation. For 
several hundred years, certainly since the creation of 
professional armies in the seventeenth century, the process 
of fighting a battle had become somewhat standardized. 
Having reached a point of confrontation, the armies would 
pound each other's positions with artillery, send in the 
infantry to force a breach and then exploit any subsequent 
success with cavalry. Both sides would apply such tactics 
and the strongest, best-trained force under the most astute 
general would usually win. 

These three elements, artillery, infantry and cavalry, 
augmented by engineers and, from 1914, by air power, 
remained the backbone of the military effort in 1915. The 
generals therefore saw their prime task as a search for a 
way to use these elements in some combination that would 
deliver success on the battlefield and victory in this war. 
What most of them failed to realize was that the kind of 
warfare they were now engaged in was essentially new. 

The hard fact was that the old, proven methods for 
mounting successful attacks would never work on the 
Western Front. What was needed was new kit, for example 
the tank, new tactics other than frontal assaults and, above 
all, new thinking - not least an understanding that global 
wars had to be fought on aé global, strategic basis, 


employing some form of supreme command, directing the 
overall effort to a common strategic purpose. 

All that would come in time, but that time was not yet, not 
in 1915. The campaigns of 1915 and the battles they 
embraced are therefore a particular kind of tragedy, a last 
attempt to make the old ways work. These battles were 
fought through a dawning realization that against the 
defensive combination of barbed wire, deep entrenchments, 
automatic weapons and artillery that constituted the 
Western Front, fleshand-blood’ soldiers would — hurl 
themselves in vain. You cannot fight flying steel with the 
bodies of brave men. 

Given the inestimable benefit of hindsight we can see all 
this now, but none of it was quite so obvious in 1915. Both 
sides had made plenty of mistakes since the guns began 
firing in August 1914; the evidence of those mistakes still 
littered the fields around the Marne and the Aisne, along the 
Belgian frontier and around the town of Ypres; everywhere 
the bodies and bones of countless thousands of soldiers still 
lay unburied. All this evidence of the cost of modern war 
was in plain sight by the start of 1915. 

Nineteen fifteen can be seen as a year of striving, of 
efforts to find some way of breaking the lock that the 
Western Front had imposed on the tried and tested methods 
of making war which had delivered victory so often in the 
past. How that effort was applied and what it led to is the 
Subject of this book. 
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